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      Lailoken’s enchanted leather-clad arms strained against the ropes, his muscles regretting the improvised snare the longer he held.

      “Hurry! The dragon’s trying to break loose!” he called to Darlonn and Jor. The other two dragonslayers rushed the Onyx dragon, knowing time was not on their side. Lailoken was strong, but he wouldn’t hold the dragon down for long. Sweat poured down Lailoken’s chiseled face despite the cold bitter winds.

      Magus Breen and his novice Myrthyd, both in heavy black robes, stood far enough away to stay clear of the violently thrashing dragon. They stayed close enough only to ensure their enchantments on the slayers remained active. Two crossbowmen, their part in the hunt fulfilled, drew their short swords in case their assistance was needed. If Lailoken had his way, that wouldn’t happen. It was a source of pride for him.

      “Hold, hold!” Darlonn called. He approached the dragon from the right, moving swiftly with his broadsword drawn. His dark skin was a stark contrast to the snow around him. The dragon rose, Darlonn staring at its chest as the beast loomed over him.

      “Come on, Lai, you’ve held bigger dragons than this!” Jor called, grinning from ear to ear. Lailoken glowered at the woman.

      “Finish him or prepare yourself to be my next victim!” Lailoken yelled back. His arms were on fire as he pulled tighter on the rope. The dragon was trying to break its mouth free but they only needed a few more minutes until the two slayers could end this battle.

      Jor nodded, the mirth over. She was a great slayer and one of Lailoken’s closest friends. Along with Darlonn, the three of them had been on several hunts in the name of the Black Magus from the Order of Eschar.

      Jor crept closer to the dragon, her black handled blade held firm within her hands. Her long red hair flowed in the wintry breeze.

      When the Onyx dragon was spotted in the skies west of Kulketh, the Black Keeper issued the call for the dragonslayers to the hunt. The crossbowmen Wendrake and Hilgren were brought along with Magus Breen and his novice Myrthyd to slay the dragon and perform the ritual.

      Lailoken didn’t care much for that part. Foreign words spoken over the pieces of onyx were supposed to infuse them with the spirit of the dragon and turn ordinary stones to magical weapons. All he saw were black stones bathed in dragon blood: of his enemy from birth and the creatures who stole his wife.

      His thoughts didn’t matter, though. As a slayer trained from youth to perform one function, he did so with a clarity of mind that rivaled many of the great masters within the Black Tower.

      “Hold firm, Lai, we’ve got this!” Jor called. Lailoken pulled tight, and with a quickness he’d come to appreciate, Darlonn and Jor attacked the dragon from both sides, their long swords piercing its flesh. Though the dragon’s mouth was closed with the rope, a loud roar of pain escaped. Darlonn withdrew his sword, avoiding a stray claw, and rushed in and pierced the dragon’s side, He missed the bones and found the large beating heart inside.

      “That’s it, Darlonn! Again!” Lailoken called. The ropes grew taut in his hands as the dragon tried to free itself. Jor followed suit, slashing at the dragon’s forelimbs to fight them off, slicing at its side, drawing large deep gashes in the thick hide.

      Wendrake and Hilgren stood next to the Magus and his apprentice, their swords sheathed, watching the slayers perform their duties.

      “Watch the tail!” Magus Breen yelled. Darlonn looked up at him as the strong black tail of the dragon knocked him to the ground.

      “Hold, hold!” Wendrake yelled. He rushed toward the downed slayer.

      “Get back!” Lailoken yelled. The crossbowman must not have heard. He ran at the slayer, waving his short sword wildly. The dragon broke from Lailoken’s grasp and swung its tail at Wendrake. Magus Breen wove a spell on the crossbowman, hoping to protect him from the dragon’s poisonous saliva.

      Wendrake made it to Darlonn, kneeling at the man’s side. “I’ve got you! Come, move with me!”

      Darlonn groaned, rolling to a sitting position.

      “Get clear! We have to finish this!” Jor cried out.

      The dragon thrashed and broke from Lailoken’s grip. It lurched toward Darlonn and Wendrake, the crossbowman placing himself between the dragon and the slayer. The dragon spewed its poison on him, but the Magus’ spell held firm, protecting him from certain death. Wendrake screamed as the poison rained on his skin, but realizing it didn’t burn, he was filled with a false sense of security and ran at the dragon.

      Darlonn stood on shaky legs, freeing his broadsword, and readying himself for a fight.

      “No! Wendrake, come back! The spell doesn’t protect you from⁠—”

      The dragon swiped at the crossbowman, catching him in the face. Wendrake screamed as thin lines of blood appeared on his skin. He fell to the ground, dropping his sword. Before the rest of the slayers could stop it, the dragon leapt on Wendrake and clawed at the man, ripping into his leather armor. It roared loudly and gored him, ripping an arm off. Wendrake howled in agony as the dragon continued tearing into the man and shredding his flesh. His screams grew louder and louder.

      Darlonn rejoined the fight, preparing to attack the distracted dragon.

      “Now, Jor!” Lailoken yelled. Jor nodded and crouched under the dragon’s forelimb. Lailoken did the same. Both slayers lunged at the beast, thrusting their swords into its side. Darlonn sliced into its back, cutting through its wing, and burying his sword in its bony back.

      The dragon cried out but would not let its prize go, shredding what remained of Wendrake.

      Lailoken and Jor pulled their swords free and plunged them again into the sides of the dragon. It howled one last, awful time and fell to the ground, a large gasp of breath leaving its putrid nostrils before its tongue rolled out of its mouth.

      The slayers pulled their swords free and left the carcass on the ground.

      “Do what you must,” Lailoken called to Breen and Myrthyd. He watched as the wild-eyed Magus went into action.

      The Magus slapped his novice on the head. “Come on, boy! Hurry before the blood sours.” Myrthyd glared at Breen, a dark, deadly look that spoke volumes of the boy to Lailoken. Myrthyd was sixteen, the same as his own daughter Alushia. He was old enough to know his time as a Magus was close, but the way Breen treated him, it was a wonder the boy didn’t kill him when no one was looking.

      Magus Breen and Myrthyd scurried to the dead dragon, their long black robes flapping in the cold wind. Myrthyd opened his leather pouch and fell to his knees as Breen shouted at him.

      “Come on, boy, hurry up! We need to be quick about our work. If this dragon’s blood turns before we complete the ritual, I’ll cuff you all the way back to the Tower. Do you understand me? We shoulda left you to die instead of bringing you in as a baby.”

      “Don’t you think you ought to lay off the boy?” Lailoken interjected.

      Breen spun on him. “If I want your opinion, slayer, I’ll ask for it. This is Order business. You did your part; let us do ours.”

      Lailoken shook his head. He tried. The boy knew what he was in for.

      “Hurry, boy!” Breen said, smacking Myrthyd across the face.

      “I’m doing my best,” he growled back. Lailoken placed his hand on the dagger in his belt. The tension was thick between the two.

      Myrthyd spilled the onyx stones on the ground, which earned another smack from the Magus. He quickly picked them up and handed them to Breen. “Remind me to have you punished when we get back to the tower, you worthless novice.”

      Myrthyd lowered his head, then stared at the bloody remains of Wendrake near the dragon. He heaved, covering his mouth to hold back his sick.

      Breen held the stones in his hands, lifting them high, and closed his eyes. He went into a trance, unintelligible words spilling from his lips. Then he approached the wound in the dragon’s side, spilling blood from it.

      “Infuse these stones with your essence. Live on in death. Give your power to those who guard the world from evil,” Breen said. He then took the stones and plunged them into the wound, coating the stones and his hands with the dragon’s blood. A faint glow surrounded the stones, illuminating the deep crimson blood. He held them inside the wound until the glow dissipated and pulled his hands out.

      “Boy, the bag. Now!”

      Myrthyd opened the bag and Breen poured the blood-soaked stones inside. “Guard them with your life. They’re more precious than you right now. Lose them, and I have Tower permission to kill you.”

      “Yes, sir,” Myrthyd replied slowly. Breen must not have noticed it, but Lailoken caught the sinister tone of Myrthyd’s reply. The boy screamed of danger.

      Darlonn and Jor stood next to Lailoken, the remaining crossbowman behind them.

      “The boy is gonna be in for a long trip back,” Jor said. She smiled. “Glad it’s not me!”

      “We live in Kulketh. It could never be you. Maybe if we were in Oakenvault…” Darlonn said. Jor punched his arm.

      “Stupid Tower,” she grumbled.

      Lailoken wrapped his arms around his two friends. “Another fine hunt, my friends. The tale will be a great one to share when we return.” The three waited for Magus Breen and Myrthyd to finish so they could leave. More than once, Lailoken’s hand flashed to his dagger when he thought the two came close to blows.
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      Myrthyd walked the streets of Kulketh with a basket of half rotten apples on his way to the archives to study. He’d spent his last half-dracs on them from a vendor just outside the Black Tower. As often as he could, he spent the meager money he earned to feed as many as possible, but it was never enough.

      “Here you go. It’s all I’ve got today,” he said, handing one of the better apples to a little girl curled up and leaning against the side of a tanner’s shop.

      “Thank you, sir.” She snatched the apple and shoved it into her mouth, the juices running down her chin. Myrthyd shook his head and kept going. There were many more like her.

      Magus Breen scolded him for wasting his money on people that might never make it. Several weeks after returning from the hunt, he lectured Myrthyd on the merits of such actions.

      “How much have you spent on those people?”

      “Not enough.”

      Breen backhanded him.

      “Respect, Myrthyd. You’d best learn it if you’re ever to earn it.”

      “Yes, sir,” he growled.

      “I don’t understand why you waste money to feed the hungry.”

      “Who else is going to take care of them, sir? It’s only gotten worse since I was a boy. More and more families are struggling. As Magus, shouldn’t we take care of them?”

      “I’ll tell you who we need to take care of. The Drakku, that’s who! Their presence in Tregaron has brought this on us. The Magus have been weak and failed to enforce their ban. Maybe one day we’ll be strong enough to do so.”

      “The Drakku? Dragons and halflings? How are they to blame for what’s happening with our crops?”

      “Our crops, our people, our society. Their blood has poisoned us.”

      “But…we need their blood for our stones. I don’t understand.”

      “No? You wouldn’t, would you? Gain some experience and then talk to me about why you don’t think their blood has poisoned us.”

      Breen excused him from his chambers.

      Turning the corner, he handed the rest of his apples to a family of five, all caked in mud and dung. “Here you go, a gift from the Order.”

      “Thank you,” the man said. He carefully took the apples and shared them with his family. In turn they thanked him and said they’d pray to Menos for him.

      With the apples gone, Myrthyd moved quickly toward the archive, hoping to return to his special project.

      Magus Breen had been adamant that the Drakku were the root cause of the growing food scarcity. At first, Myrthyd dismissed him as an out-of-touch relic, but the more they spoke, the more he came around to the same line of thinking. Since then, he turned to the archives in search of information about the Drakku, hoping to find a way to fix things.

      One day, he came across a reference to a tome created by a powerful Kull Naga named Drexon. The reference noted the spell book was forbidden for its “unscrupulous use of power affecting Drakku and people.” Though it didn’t sound promising for his current needs, it intrigued him enough to search for it.

      It took three days of continuous searching and a few well spent dracs to find the tome in a special section of the archives. He made sure he was alone before he opened the book.

      Immediately he knew it was something extraordinary.

      “By Menos, look at this!”

      The pages were adorned with colorful images and elaborately scrawled letters, unlike anything he’d ever seen. But more than that, it was the content of the spells. They were sinister in nature and he could see why someone would want these hidden from general use. But he also understood how, under the correct guidance, they’d be extremely useful to the Order.

      He snuck the tome out of the archives and hid it in his room in the Tower.

      Day and night, when not at Breen’s service, he read from the Tome. He gained spells no Magus had known for close to a thousand years, and he advanced in his regular studies at a lightning pace.

      As he scrolled through the tome and read over the Nightwraith spell once again, his door burst open.

      “Myrthyd! Why weren’t you at my quarters this morning?”

      It was Breen, his face a deep shade of red.

      “I’m so sorry, Magus Breen! I lost track of time! I was busy⁠—”

      “As my novice, you’re never too busy to learn from me! Give me that!” He snatched the tome from the table and his eyes widened as he read the contents.

      “Where’d you get this? No Magus should possess this! You stole it, didn’t you?”

      “No, sir! Please! It was only to learn from!”

      Breen closed the book and slammed Myrthyd’s head with it. “Never read from this! Never put these spells into practice, do you hear me? They lead to danger and death. They were placed here by a madman!”

      He continued to beat Myrthyd with the tome, knocking the boy to the floor. He cowered from him, trying to deflect the attack.

      “You dirty orphan! How dare you go behind my back to read this!”

      “But, Magus Breen, I was only trying to help! The Drakku⁠—”

      “I don’t care!”

      Breen’s stone glowed and Myrthyd felt an unseen force lift him from the floor, holding him steady. Breen stepped forward, their noses almost touching.

      “We must never resort to these measures. No matter how difficult the situation may seem, we must never follow these spells!” He shook the book at Myrthyd.

      “Yes, Magus Breen. I understand, sir.”

      Breen released him, letting him fall to the floor.

      Rage grew within Myrthyd. He only wanted to help; he wasn’t trying to do anything wrong. The people were starving. The Order did nothing to ease the situation. The Drakku were allowed to influence Tregaron in a terrible way, and yet no one stood up to them.

      “Breen,” he snarled. The Magus spun, shock crossing his face.

      “What did you say, boy?”

      “Breen, I won’t tolerate this. You are part of the problem. You, and others like you.”

      “How dare you speak to me like that, boy!”

      He took two steps toward Myrthyd and was locked in the air, Myrthyd’s stone glowing as he cast the spell.

      “Let me go this instant! I will have you hanged for this!”

      “You will do no such thing. We have a duty to our people that you seem to have forgotten. I’m done with your disrespect.”

      Weaving a spell he learned from Drexon’s tome, he slowly extinguished Breen’s life. He watched as the Magus lost the battle, completely unable to reach his own magic as Myrthyd continued to let him die.

      When the Tower grew quiet after dinner, he snuck the Magus back to his quarters and carefully slipped him inside the room.

      He only wanted to help.
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      Returning from the hunt, Lailoken walked from Kulketh to his home north of the city. There were a few more beggars than before and he ignored their pleas for help. He had a home and a daughter to return to.

      The road was dustier than normal, the lack of rain causing the hard-packed dirt to crumble. Fields to his right were blackened by rot, a common occurrence growing worse over the years.

      I do hope the Order finds a solution soon, he thought.

      The road was quiet and he turned his thoughts to his family.

      His wife Etain was a beautiful woman full of life and joy. At least that’s what he remembered. She’d been missing for close to sixteen years now, and he prayed to Menos every day for her return. Her image was burned into his mind and he would never rest until he found her.

      Their daughter Alushia was all he had left in the world. She was a strong girl well equipped to handle the homestead while he was gone on a hunt. He never worried about her, trusting she’d take care of things as well as possible.

      The blight on the land started not long after her birth. The first two harvesting seasons were traumatic for Tregaron, but the Order assured the people all was well and they’d bring in the Verdant Magus from Woodpine to help grow food.

      It worked for a time. Then, their efforts lessened as dragon hunts grew more frequent, with some Magus grumbling that the Drakku were to blame for it all. Honestly, he didn’t care what the cause was. He was a dragonslayer, trained to kill the great beasts.

      The Order needed their blood, and he needed the dracs to survive. It all worked. For him at least.

      Many other families were not so fortunate. He witnessed more than enough young children die of starvation.

      Working his way past the rotten fields, he passed through a wooded area.

      Something scurried to his right and he froze. “Who’s there?”

      The sound stopped. He waited, listening for the intruder. When it made no further sounds, he moved slowly, watching the trees for whatever made the sound.

      You fool, it’s just an animal. What are you afraid of?

      He heard it again and stopped, withdrawing his large dragon-eyed sword.

      “You best show yourself! I’m not in the mood for games.”

      A small boy crept out from behind a tree.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Please don’t hurt me, sir. I only wanted something to eat. The Drakku⁠—”

      Sticks snapped behind Lailoken and he turned as two men rushed at him. “What the⁠—”

      They slammed into him and knocked him to the ground.

      “Give us all your dracs and we’ll let you live,” one of the men snarled into his ear. They pushed his face to the dirt so he couldn’t see who they were.

      “I swear to you, I have no money on me. You’d do well to leave this place if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Good for us? We need money. We need food. That’s what’s good for us!”

      “Go to the Tower. They can help.”

      “Pah! The Tower cares only for itself!”

      The second man was thinner and seemed hesitant.

      “Druce, we should leave him be. Did you see his sword?”

      “Aye, it’ll fetch a nice sum at the market. Grab it, too. Take anything we can get our hands on.”

      “I warned you.”

      Lailoken forced himself off the ground. He was much larger than either of the two men and had no problem freeing himself from their grip.

      “Get him, Tarry!” the one called Druce cried out. He was shorter with brown hair and with a slightly larger build than his partner.

      Lailoken grabbed Druce and shoved him to the ground with ease. “Don’t make me hurt you! Go to the Tower and ask for help. Tell them Lailoken sent you.”

      “Lailoken?” It was the boy. He’d snuck up on the fight and stood behind Lailoken.

      “Yeah, that’s my name. Tell them I sent you, and they’ll take care of you. I promise.”

      “Lailoken?” The boy said his name as if it were a spell or contained magic.

      “You’re the slayer?” Tarry asked.

      “Aye. Unless you want to share the fate of many a dragon, I suggest you do as I say. Go to the Tower. They’re there to help.”

      Druce backed away slowly, never turning his gaze from Lailoken.

      “We…we will do as you say. Please. We only needed food,” Tarry said.

      “I’m sorry, but I have none to give.”

      The two men looked to each other and then at the boy. Without another word, they raced along the dirt road headed for Kulketh.

      Lailoken dusted himself off and watched until they were out of sight.

      “Something has to change. This is getting out of control.”

      He turned and continued on his way home, wary of vagrants.
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        * * *

      

      Nearly two months after the hunt, Magus Breen turned up dead in the Black Tower. He was found in the company of a halfling girl who was later executed. Lailoken never shared his concern, but he was certain the novice Myrthyd had something to do with the death. As he was told, it was Tower business.

      The fallout from the death set in motion a chain of events that lasted for two years before the unthinkable happened. The novice Myrthyd ascended to the rank of Magus on his eighteenth birthday. The more surprising appointment to Kull Naga, the leader of all Magus within the Order of Escaher in Tregaron, was more shocking. A growing sense of disorder amongst the Order took hold in the gossip of inns and taverns. Myrthyd shut down those fears when he ordered a gathering of all Magus in Kulketh, where they unanimously supported his appointment. It was an amazing achievement of harmony amongst the Magus that was unheard of for over a thousand years.
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      Myrthyd, the eighteen-year-old Kull Naga, walked swiftly along the dark corridors of the Black Tower. His long black robe with the deep red embroidered crossed lightning bolts on his back hung on his gaunt frame. His hair was shorn in the tradition of the Kull. A black stone hung from a leather cord around his neck. His gray eyes darted back and forth, scanning the tapestries lining the corridors depicting victorious slayers over the centuries. He marveled at the detail; the embroidered dragon blood spilled in the images appearing real. Dragons were slaughtered in every scene he passed over, the watchful eyes of the Magus off in the far corner of every image.

      He smiled. Such lovely images, he thought.

      Despite the late Spring weather outside, the black stone walls offered a cool temperature inside. Torches that burned with eternal flame hung between the tapestries. An ancient Magus spell emitted heat when necessary, and during the warm months offered only light, yet the wood never burned down. As far as Myrthyd knew, these torches had been burning since the tower was built and would continue to do so long after his death.

      Often, he spent his days in study or reflection with constant interruptions. As the Kull Naga, it was his duty to protect the land and his people. Problems and questions were never ending. He knew that would be so when he was elevated to his station and embraced the challenge. It was highly unusual for someone of his age to achieve Kull status, but the election was fair and unbiassed—as far as anyone else knew.

      While a novice, Myrthyd had discovered an ancient forbidden tome written in blood by the Kull Naga Drexon, a Magus so reviled in the south that he was never to be spoken of. For the Magus in Tregaron, he was an anomaly. Powerful and devious, he tricked the dragons during the Great Council after the Wars of Reformation. Their people had been at odds with dragons ever since. He was also somewhat of a dark Magus, delving often into forbidden spells. Myrthyd had found many useful spells reading his book.

      He was on his way to study further from the tome in his personal chambers on the second floor of the tower, hoping to learn anything that might remove the blight that had plagued Tregaron since he was a novice. Crops failed. Rain was infrequent. His people were starving. As a novice, Magus Breen chided him for wanting to fix things.

      “It’s because of the dragons!” he’d claim and cuff the boy. As he grew into his own, Myrthyd accepted Breen’s reasoning, though the Magus wasn’t around to know. Something had to be done about the dragons. They were the cause of all ills that befell their land. Too many people were dying or hungry, and something had to be done.

      Myrthyd walked silently along the halls to his room. Though the Kull Naga traditionally occupied the top floor of the thirty-story tower, he preferred his lower level room.

      “Kull Naga Myrthyd,” a novice said, bowing as Myrthyd walked by. He gave a slight nod and continued. The novices and apprentices frustrated him. The incessant bowing and vying for recognition grew weary. He was once one of them, but now despised their sycophant ways. It was a necessary part of being the Kull, though it didn’t mean he enjoyed it.

      Myrthyd approached the large wooden door to his chamber. A tower guard stood in front of it with his arms crossed, scanning the corridors for any sign of danger, not that there would be, but Myrthyd never trusted the rest of the Magus. When he ascended to Kull, a large contingent decried his rise and swore to oppose him. They tried at first, but he soon forced them into submission, using ancient forbidden spells. Thus, his intent this day to study.

      “Good day, Trenton. Any sign of trouble?” Myrthyd asked.

      “No sir; all is good.” The guard opened the door for Myrthyd to pass and closed it behind him, no doubt returning to his previous posture outside the door. Myrthyd passed through a smaller door into the bed chamber in the back. He closed the door to keep Trenton from hearing the spells or  becoming suspicious of his studies.

      Situated in the far corner of the room was a large cabinet where he stored books, potions, and powders, behind which was a secret compartment. It was to this hidden spot Myrthyd went. He moved the books aside and lifted the barely visible handle, revealing Drexon’s tome. Reverently he carried it to the chair next to his bed. The candles were lit earlier by a novice whose job it was to maintain them for Myrthyd’s needs, and the light flickered as he opened the forbidden text.

      Inside, intricate images were drawn along the margins of the text and at the beginning of the spells. It was one of the most highly decorated books he’d ever seen, though most images were dark and gruesome, often depicting dragons attacking humans. Some images were of horrific acts of brutality inflicted by the Drakku—dragon-kind—such as disembowelment and decapitation. At first when he discovered this tome, the images had frightened him. Now, they enticed him. So far, his studies suggested new methods of attack against dragons while many of the minor spells dealt with subjugating people to his will, something he’d done a little of.

      He returned to a spell that vexed him previously in hopes of unraveling its meaning in order to learn the secret. An image of a half-dead dragon introduced the spell. The colorful drawing depicted a black dragon with torn wings and smoke where its eyes should’ve been. It was devouring the dream of a woman sleeping in a bed. Without the large black dragon, the picture would’ve been serene and calm, but the dragon above her, eating the colorful dream turned the image into something dark. The page’s simple title was Nightwraith. Myrthyd read the spell several times, unable to decipher the steps needed or the items required out of the text. It was to this spell he turned his attention.

      

      From dark crystal once hidden, now found

      Comes power unchecked, unbound.

      Fill the onyx with a dragon’s soul

      And own the dream, the dreamer whole.

      

      Myrthyd poured over the words, their meaning lost to him. What crystal? What power? How do you fill a color with the soul of a dragon? How does one own a dream and the dreamer? He stared at the image, trying to piece it together. The words continued.

      

      Find the crystal on a dragon’s back

      Within a cavern, dark and black.

      Slay the keeper and take the gem

      Power eternal, over dragon, over men.

      

      The words mocked him; their meaning hidden within the rhymes. Where would one find a gem on a dragon’s back? He’d been with slayers as they killed dragons and feverishly searched along the scaly spines to no avail. He timidly inquired about such a thing and was rudely laughed at by the older slayer. That man, Karnath, no longer walked among the living for his insult.

      

      The dragon soul you will bind,

      A Nightwraith to destroy the mind.

      The living will live among the dead,

      When you control the visions within their heads.

      

      The infuriating words meant nothing to him, yet something drew him back to them again and again. He gleaned a promise of power, yet how, he did not know. It seemed to him that a crystal held the ability to trap a dragon’s soul, but what was a Nightwraith? How does the living live among the dead? Isn’t that what people do anyway? The meaning of the verses vexed him. He had to decipher what they meant. If it was anything like the other spells he’d learned from studying Drexon’s text, it held power, and so far, every spell he tried granted him control over someone or something.

      

      Vile offspring of a dragon’s lie

      Controlled by the onyx eye.

      Within the fatal dragon fate,

      Power of yours, a Nightwraith.

      

      Myrthyd closed the tome and leaned his head back, closing his eyes. He’d not studied the words in a few days, hoping his mind would see the connections, see the truth hidden within the verses. Still they alluded him. They avoided discernment, and that angered him even more. He was one of the wisest Magus in all Tregaron, and yet somehow these simple lines confused him. The Nightwraith, a term he’d never heard before, enticed him. If he could somehow work amongst the dreams of his people, how much power would that give him? No one had ever done such a thing, as far as he knew. He’d be the first and last Magus to ever have such knowledge. It was imperative he decipher the code and bind his people to his side. Their lives depended on it. If only he could break through, he might be able to remove dragons from Tregaron and restore the land to its former state, and save his people
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      The spring sun’s early morning rays washed the camp in life. Called to the hunt by young Myrthyd, the tower was in need of more bloody stones. It seemed there was a dire need for the magical gems and an Onyx dragon was spotted in the mountains to the west. Onyx dragons once swarmed the skies, but over the centuries, the need for their blood caused excessive hunting by the Magus. Now they were scarce and when spotted, the local Magus Keeper would gather the hunt together.

      Lailoken was joined by his long-time companions Darlonn and Jor and the two crossbowmen, Tozgan and Ori. The Magus Driano and his novice Belthos completed the group, and they set out to the west.

      Lailoken found it difficult to leave his daughter again. She was capable of running their small farm, and with her snowcat Brida at her side, he didn’t worry about her safety. Still, leaving her alone always forced a touch of guilt to surface. She was all he had left in the world.

      The party arrived at the mountains after searching for days for the Onyx dragon. The skies were clear without a dragon in sight, making Lailoken wonder if their informant was mistaken. Unless the great Onyx revealed itself, they’d be home sooner than expected. It wasn’t like them to be completely outwitted by a dragon.

      “Men, ‘tis time to move. Our glory did not find us this day, but we shall once again rule these mountains and find our prey,” Lailoken said, walking around the camp, waking the sleeping men and Jor. One by one they rose, bleary-eyed and rubbing sleep from their eyes.

      “You’re gonna scare the poor men,” Jor said with a smile. She stood and clapped Lailoken on the back. “You drive them hard. Ori has yet to kill a dragon, and the Magus…he’s not one for company,” she said, nodding toward the sleeping plump man. His novice Belthos had risen and quickly prepared his belongings to leave, careful with the bag of sacred stones waiting to be bathed in blood.

      “How many have you failed to kill?” Jor asked Lailoken, nudging him in the ribs.

      Lailoken peered at her. “That’s between me and Menos. I’m not talking. Ask him.” He winked and walked away.

      Out on the dewy plain with men united in a single cause, the scent of morning mingling with a dying fire wafting in the light breeze gave Lailoken pause. He loved his home and he enjoyed working the fields with his daughter Alushia, but out here under the heavens with a common enemy to fight was where he felt most comfortable. Leading the charge against dragons made his heart race and life seemed more real. “Forgive me, Alushia,” he mumbled. He never wanted to leave her, but hunting dragons was an instinct too powerful to ignore. It was part of him.

      The slayers broke camp and followed Lailoken’s lead across the plain and down the paths that wound through the mountains. It would take at least a day to reach the bottom, as their progress was slowed by narrow paths and the Magus, who insisted on resting every hour.

      Around mid-day, the unmistakable sound of a dragon’s roar echoed through the mountain pass. Lailoken stopped.

      “Halt!” he called to the men. “We may yet have a trophy to bring home!” He scanned the skies for the dragon when it roared again. This time, the sound rose behind them. Lailoken spun. “There!” he shouted, pointing upwards.

      A large Onyx dragon soared across the sky, its open wings casting a shadow on them as it flew overhead. It roared again, belching a cloud of acid across the sky.

      “The dragon!” Belthos yelled. Being his first trip, he’d yet to see a dragon in person. He was younger than Alushia, and maybe one day would grow into the role of Magus, if his master would allow it. Driano, like most Magus he’d known, was a harsh taskmaster and never gave the boy any breaks.

      “You speak when spoken to! Got it?” he said to Belthos, cuffing him on the head. The boy winced but said nothing.

      “Be careful of the acid. Once on you, it will sear through your skin, leaving only bones,” Lailoken said. Already Jor and Darlonn had moved to either side of Lailoken, each taking a crossbowman with them. Jor took Ori and Darlonn had Tozgan.

      “Driano, if you please,” he asked of the Magus. The stone around Driano’s neck glowed faintly as the Magus enchanted them with protection against the dragon’s acid.

      Ori was a tall brown-haired man with a scraggly beard. Lailoken knew him from the tavern in Kulketh but was unaware of his slaying prowess. Jor recruited him to their group after the last hunt. Tozgan looked the part and wore a bright green cap with blue feathers. He’d been on many hunts, traveling across Tregaron and attaching himself to the latest hunt. It was rumored he understood most dragons better than anyone, but Lailoken had yet to see him in action.

      “Jor, be ready. It looks like it might come your way,” Lailoken called. The tall woman waved her hand at him dismissively. Of course she knew, he thought. She rivaled him in the hunt, something she constantly pointed out. Jor positioned Ori on a rise, pointing upwards. He’d soon have the opportunity to bring down a dragon.

      Tozgan had already cranked the crossbow, the iron bolt ready to fire. Darlonn flanked him and held his sword at the ready.

      The dragon roared overhead, the sound making Lailoken’s adrenaline flow. He lived for these moments. No matter the size or variety, he relished the chance to take down the great flying beasts.

      Over the centuries, Tregaron had grown a reputation as a dragon wasteland, and it wasn’t an unfounded accusation. The needs of the Magus overruled the
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