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Off beside the river
far away from everything
the fishes keep my company
while I close my eyes and dream.
– Parydon Cobbles


Amakra Malic passed away when Vanx was thirty-six years old. She was taken by a merciless wasting disease that was exclusive to those of Zythian blood. It was a sudden thing. One year, she was glowing and full of life; the next she was a withered husk, empty of all but love for her only son. She was young by Zythian standards—barely a hundred years old. Her life had caused a hurricane of emotion to assail the hearts and minds of the Zythian elders, and not just because of her choice of a human mate.
In her life, Amakra challenged ancient customs and pushed the boundaries of the old ways at every chance she had. They warned her that her mixed-blood child would be stillborn, just as dozens of others had been in the past. They said her heart would break when she outlived her lover and was forced to watch him die. They said the Goddess would shun her for breaking so many traditions and that she could be considered Zythian only because of her blood.
Vanx’s birth changed all of that. He wasn’t stillborn, and his father died at sea on a merchant ship taken by pirates off the coast of Harthgar. He never had the chance to grow old before her eyes. The Goddess smiled upon her brightly enough so that she lived to see her son mature.
Some said her death was a punishment for the life she lived, but she told Vanx, from her deathbed, that her life had been a great and wondrous happening. She’d known love; she’d turned heads and raised eyebrows. She had given birth to an impossible child who was touched by the Goddess herself. She said her life had been full of joy and triumph.
“Remember who and what you are, Vanx,” she’d whispered. By then, only her smile and the light shining in her eyes marked her as his mother. The rest of her was shriveled and discolored. “The humans will envy you for being part Zythian, and the Zythians for being part human. You must rise above them, for what other people think of you matters very little. It’s what you think of yourself that matters.”
Those words echoed in Vanx’s ears now as he let his eyes focus back onto the dark sea before him. He took a few moments to blink away the tears brought on by his mother’s memory and evaluate what he truly thought of himself. He’d thought about abandoning Gallarael’s cause, but hadn’t. He was here, and he found himself willing to face the dangers that lay ahead in the hope of saving Gallarael and her unborn child. He felt that he was doing the right thing. It was a dangerous, possibly even foolish, quest they were on, but he wouldn’t be able to think well of himself if he abandoned a girl who was poisoned while trying to help him escape the chains of slavery.
Vanx was glad they decided to land somewhere besides Flotsam Bay. His coming there, especially on a royal Parydonian ship with the prince of the human realm, would cause too much of a stir. Unlike his mother, Vanx didn’t enjoy the attention of turning heads and rising eyebrows.
“Follow your heart,” his mother had told him as she passed away. Now, his heart told him that Zeezle would be at his family’s farmstead outside of Sama, or near there.
The small fishing port of Little Haven was about a half-day’s walk to Sama. Little Haven was also due south of Dragon Isle, making the next leg of their journey an easy one. More than that, though, the Zythian folk there were of the simpler sort: the fishermen, the croppers, and the traders. Vanx’s heart told him that Little Haven would be a safer and less conspicuous place to land the Sea Hawk. As he confirmed those feelings with his mind, he saw a star twinkle in the sky. It oddly reminded him of the twinkle in his mother’s eyes. The warm feeling that came over him then was as welcome as it was reassuring. For the first time in his life he knew that he was exactly where he was supposed to be, doing what he was supposed to be doing.
“Don’t fall over them wings,” a gruff voice said sharply from not too far away and above him. It was Peg, and he was grinning like a child with the frosting spoon in his hand. “If you go overboard in the dark we might not be able to find ya. Besides that, I’m not sure Captain Willie would heave the old Sea Hawk around for a man-eater.”
Vanx started to respond, but the look in the seaman’s eyes showed that he wasn’t trying to be offensive. He said, “If I fell overboard I might make it to Little Haven before you and your mates.”
Peg laughed. “Well, well,” he said. “At least one of you has some spunk about you. The others couldn’t keep their guts down.”
“I don’t think either of them has been out into the deep sea before,” Vanx replied. He pulled himself from the wing-formed rail of the bow and strode to a place under where Peg was hanging in the rigging like a three-legged spider. “Probably not even in a bay.”
“Aye,” Peg agreed. “I could take off my stub and hop this deck in a tempest better than either of them could walk it in this calm.”
“How’d you lose the leg?” Vanx asked.
“That’s not a question you ask a man,” Peg snapped, and even as the words came out of him his demeanor softened. “Since you’re a half-blooded heathen, I’ll let it pass.”
Vanx narrowed his brows and rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to let the old stubble-faced sea dog intimidate him. “Tell me or not, what do I care?”
Peg chuckled at that too. “You have really got some spunk about you, there’s no doubt.” He swung down through the rigging on arms as thick as tree limbs and landed before Vanx with a hard thump on the deck.
“Call me Vanx.”
“It’s Peg, then, if you didn’t already guess. Though my name is Leory.” He offered his hand for Vanx to shake. Vanx took it and winced at the strength of his grip. Peg clanked over to the rail. “Shark,” he said softly.
Vanx hurried over and looked down into the glossy black water. “Where?”
“No, man!” Peg barked out a laugh. “A shark took my leg. Well, not really took it off or nothing, but it could have.” He held his arms out in a big empty bear hug. “Its mouth was this big, and it clamped down on me and pulled me. It held me under ‘til I nearly drowned, but then, just like that, it let me go. Them teeth ripped the meat to the bone, and poisoned my blood with the green rot. They ought to call me Lucky, not Peg.” He grinned, and in the orange light of the deck lantern, Vanx realized the man’s teeth weren’t teeth at all, but painted wood.
“I was nearly eaten, then drowned, then bled out by that cursed sea beast. Old Nepton himself was on my side, though, and Cap’n Willie pulled me out, tied me off, and rowed me to Hellton with his own arms.”
“How did you end up in the water in the first place?” Vanx asked.
Peg licked his lips at that and gave a nervous glance around.
“Go on, tell him, Peg.” Yandi showed two of his three teeth as he walked up. “Tell him about the Mother Earl.”
“Yes, Peg, tell him.” Prince Russet’s wild-haired silhouette blocked most of the lighted rectangle of the portal that led below deck. “I love the story, even though I’ve heard it told a dozen times.” The prince gave Vanx a nod of respect and then clasped Peg on the shoulder. “The only thing is, the way you and our over-esteemed captain tell it, you two weren’t trying to take the Mother Earl, you were trying to save her from pirates.”
“We weren’t trying to take her,” Peg insisted.
“Captain Willington and Leory here used to be pirates,” the prince told Vanx. “Go on back to your work Leory, I’d hate to have to pike your head on the mast pole for lying to me.”
Peg’s roughspun demeanor vanished as he nodded several times, and then darted back up into the rigging. Yandi crept away before the prince had the chance to notice his presence. “The captain of Mother Earl sank their ship, and only two longboats made it to shore; one with four men, the other with only our Captain Willie and about three-fourths of Leory.”
“Isn’t it a human tradition that a ship’s captain goes down with his vessel?” Vanx asked.
“I wasn’t a captain then,” Captain Willie boomed jovially.
Another lantern was lit and Vanx saw that not only had the captain been in earshot, but at least half a dozen other men were hanging from the rigging or lingering around. It occurred to him then that his keener sense of hearing and vision were somehow dulled out here at sea. Before he could think about it further, Captain Willie continued speaking.
“I was High Picaroon.” The captain must have seen Vanx’s look of confusion at the term. “That’s what the leader of the boarding marauders is called. We was trying to take that fat-bellied merchant ship for a prize, and I’m proud to say it.”
“Had she been a Parydon ship, you’d have been beheaded,” Prince Russet said with a boyish grin. “But she was out of Harthgar and you managed to cripple her so that she drifted all the way to Oradyn.”
The prince turned to Vanx then, the excitement of the story showing vividly on his lamplit face. “Father had to hunt the captain down, but it wasn’t hard. Rumors of Peg’s injuries had spread and the king’s guard rounded them up.”
“Aye,” Captain Willie grinned through his huge beard. “Saved Peg’s life, that stint in the royal dungeons did. Your father found the tale as intriguing as you do, my prince. The fact that Harthgarians were smuggling untaxed Parydon goods out of the kingdom through Coldport gave the king just enough reason to confiscate all that booty.”
“The captain here smooth-talked my father into giving him a position on a ship, and after he took over the Royal Falcon in a typhoon when Captain Morgan was swept overboard, he was given the Sea Hawk to command.”
“I thought the Sea Hawk was your ship?” Vanx asked the prince curiously. He glanced at Captain Willie and then up at Peg in the lines above and had no trouble picturing them as pirates. In fact, they seemed more like pirates now than any sort of royal sailors.
“I get to decide where we are going and sometimes who comes along,” Prince Russet said. “But make no mistake, when we are at sea the captain here is in command. Even over me.”
“Who’s going to be in command when we venture onto Dragon Isle?” Vanx asked, and immediately regretted the question. A murmur of unease and even a groan of despair came from those who heard it.
“Well, that cat’s out of the sack now.” The captain shook his head. “All you eavesdroppers heard it right. After we leave Zyth we’re headed to Dragon Isle. Once we are there, about a third of the crew will go ashore with these men. What we are after is the only thing that can save Gallarael Martin, the Princess of Highlake.”
The crew erupted all at once.
“I’ll not set foot…”
“I hope I don’t get the short straw.”
“That island is cursed—plumb full of dragons, too.”
It was Prince Russet’s voice that rose over them. Another, even the captain’s, might not have been enough to silence them. “I will be going ashore with those of you who come. There will be healthy compensation if we succeed in this. I’m certain Vanx will lead us well; he’s half Zythian. Zyths have a way with the dragons, or so I’ve read.”
Vanx gave the prince a look of shocked disbelief. Did he just say that Zythians have a way with dragons? The grin on Prince Russet’s face was devilish and full of delight. When he caught Vanx’s glare, he only shrugged, reached out and gave him a confident pat on the back.
That night Vanx dreamt of a cavern full of molten rock and a red-scaled beast with sword-slitted eyes the size of wagon wheels: a creature whose only desire was to char him with its fiery breath before consuming him in its hungry maw. In his dream he was terrified of such a thing, and even when he woke, that feeling didn’t change.





Out among the swelling sea
At mercy to the waves
I wonder of the men
who are buried in this grave.
– A sailors song


Vanx had never seen Little Haven from the sea. The enormity of the steep, jagged bluffs that met the ocean was staggering. From horizon to horizon, cold gray stone rose up out of the water like a fortress wall. Vanx remembered standing at the top of the wall as a boy. He’d been with his mother as she tossed wreaths of petal hearts and tear blooms to Nepton each year on the day of his father’s death. From that vantage the cliffs seemed like a sheer free-fall to the sea and nothing more. He peered over the edge on his first visit and remembered the dizziness that came over him. As he grew older, the view became less and less daunting. He would have guessed the drop to be about forty or fifty paces down from the windblown scrub plain above. Looking up from the swift-rolling surface of the water, it seemed like thrice that height. Perspective, he decided, was something to be always considered.
Lavern, as this place was called in the Zythian tongue, meant “breach” or “break.” Over the years the name was distorted by humans and the quills of the mapmakers. Lil’ Lavern was now known across the realm as Little Haven. In truth, beyond the narrow gap in the cliff wall was a haven from the brunt of the open sea, so the mistake was understandable. The Zythian name, however, described the hidden bay more properly. It was a breach in the rockface that cut back into the island. On the maps it looked like a crooked finger poked into the land, but from the sea it was all but undetectable.
As the Sea Hawk slid down a trough into the opening, the stony cliff sides engulfed them. Sheer, jagged walls rose up on either side of the spectacular cut. The opening wasn’t wide—barely five hundred feet across—and it narrowed gradually. Horizontal lines rich with coral growth rimmed the water’s surface and marked the seasonal tide lines. Farther up, thick bands of coppery-colored sediment and sparkling gray granite uniformly striped the faces of the cliffs.
From a previously hidden perch, high overhead, a red-and-black banner began waving on a pole and a horn blew three short blasts of welcome. A plethora of squawking gulls and long-beaked divers were startled from their haunts. In a wheeling cacophony, they circled around for a curious look, and then lazily landed again.
Captain Willie ordered the plain Parydon banner run up the mast and Yandi gave a long, slow, bellowing return blast, followed by five short blasts. Vanx was told that their response signaled that they wished to dock and would pay with hard coin for the space.
Here in the channel the sea still rose and fell with a rhythmic, yet unpredictable, force. But as they turned the crook in the finger, the waters calmed to a stillness that was such a contrast to the swells behind them that he had to reconsider which name described the harbor best. If this place was anything, it was a little haven from the sea.
The sun was still high overhead and most of the fishing vessels were out filling their nets; the harbor was mostly empty. A small longboat, manned by several young yellow-haired, golden-eyed boys, towed a rope out to the ship. The end of it was hauled aboard and as the men pulled it taut, Vanx saw that it was connected to a mooring post that was separated from the bulk of the docks by a corner of stone which, judging by its coppery color, appeared to have fallen from the wall above. Only a portion of the stone rose above the surface, but Vanx could tell that it was massive. Seeing it caused him to look up and try to locate any suspect overhangs or fractures above them.
“It fell a few hundred years ago,” Captain Willie chuckled, seeing Vanx’s distress. “You come from this land; you should know as much.”
“Maybe I should.” Vanx grinned at his own foolishness. “I’ve been here—well, up there,” he pointed to the top of the long switchback stairway carved into the cliff, “at least twenty times, but I’ve never been down here. My father died at sea and…” Why he stopped speaking, why he had even said that much about his private life, he didn’t know.
“You’ve the salt of Nepton in your blood, it’s plain,” the captain observed. Captain Willie turned away suddenly and shouted. “Pull! Pull, you fargin maidens! We’ll be trying to moor while the fishermen are laughing at us from their cups at this rate!”
“Heave,” Peg called out. “Heave.” Gradually a rhythm set in to the crew’s efforts so that the Sea Hawk began a slow but steady course toward the mooring pillar.
“We are too small a ship for an oar deck, and there’s no wind in here,” Captain Willie explained before changing the subject completely.
“They have the best honey fire a man’s ever drunk up at the Treasure Chest Inn, and the girls…” He stopped.
Vanx knew why Captain Willie bit his tongue. Throughout the years, several of his own folk had assumed that his mother was a sailor’s whore, so the notion wasn’t new to him.
“She wasn’t,” Vanx said, glad that he could say so without it being a lie. “She met him in Parydon proper and sailed with him on his galley, Foamfollower, at least until I was conceived. It was during my father’s first run from Flotsam to Coldport without her aboard that an icy storm weighed them down and laid her over.” Vanx shrugged and decided that he would take a small amount of time for himself and throw a wreath for his father in his mother’s name. “At least that’s the story I was told.”

Captain Willie was shocked, for he’d heard of Marin Saint Elm, the captain of the infamous Foamfollower. As he remembered the stories his grandfather told him, he knew the young maverick had kept a young heathen woman aboard with him. They’d called her the ship witch.
Several of the Foamfollower’s crew, half-frozen and nearly starved, had made it to Coldport in a longboat. They told the harbor master there that Captain Saint Elm could have joined them, but chose to honor those of his crew who had drowned by leading them through Nepton’s deep himself.
“I forgot how long-lived your folk are,” Captain Willie said after a few moments. “I’ve heard the tale of the Foamfollower and I reckon that makes you a bit older than me. I would have never guessed as much. They say Captain Saint Elm was a true sea mage. My gran said he was born of a witch himself.”
Just then the Sea Hawk banged into the unforgiving mooring pillar with a deep thump and the captain’s eyes flared with rage.
“By the fargin barnacles clinging to my arse, you saggy-titted niddies are going to scrub the deck down to the splinters for that. Yandi, Peg, what in the name of…?”

Vanx grinned as the old sea dog laid into his men. He wanted to hear more of Captain Willie’s tales of his father, but there would be time for that later. The bump of the hull against the pillar must have drawn the attention of Trevin and Darbon, for both of them came poking their heads out of the portal like curious prairie dogs. The prince came up behind the two peeping men and forced them out on the deck. Captain Willie’s curses were still causing the crew members to duck their heads.
“Well, Vanx,” Prince Russet said with a strange look about him. He seemed uncertain, even a bit angry. “Trevin here has finally told me the rest of it, and we have little time to dally. If he’d spoken sooner I think you’d agree that we shouldn’t have diverted our course.”
“What do you mean?” Vanx asked.
“We can only obtain our remedy…” Prince Russet met his eyes and was clearly trying to avoid mentioning to the suspicious crew that they had to take the blood of a fire wyrm. “According to Quazar’s calculations, the stars will align with Aur only three nights from now. We must fill our vial on that night or our prize will not have the potency required to save Gallarael.”
Trevin started to say something but Prince Russet stopped him with a glare. After a sigh he pinched the bridge of his nose and then went on. “I know you love her, Trevin, and I’m not angry with you. If anything, I’m angry at Quazar for not explaining this before we left Dyntalla. I’m even more angry with Duchess Gallarain and Duke Martin for setting all of this into motion. We are yet two days from Dragon Isle. Had we not stopped we could have been there on the morrow.”
Vanx blushed with embarrassment for not only had he brought them out of the way, he had a large part in starting this mess, too.
“Prince Russet,” Captain Willie said in a voice still tinged with anger at his crew. He was on the steerage deck above them now. It was obvious that he was trying hard to speak calmly. “Quazar calculated Aur’s alignment as taken from Dyntalla. I think we will see the stars of Aur in three nights, but on the fourth night we will see them too. Should be that we have two full nights to find our nugget.”
“The night of Aur is a night for demons,” Darbon ventured. “Isn’t this an omen?”
Vanx shook his head. He doubted if this quest could seem any more impossible. “So if we leave here now, once we make Dragon Isle we will have what, a full day’s worth of light to find our dragon?”
Prince Russet gave him a look that told him to limit the details that might scare the crew.
“We won’t be leaving until the morning tide rolls out, no matter what we wish for,” the captain stated. “There are no poles out in the sea for us to pull toward, and there is about as much chance of a wind catching our sails in here as there is of a member of my crew stepping off this ship this evening.”
A chorus of muttered curses and groans came from those men who overheard. The captain ignored them. “But if it’ll make you feel better, I can have us anchored off Dragon Isle by the midday bell, day after tomorrow. That will give you a half-day, a night, and another full day on the island before Aur’s stars dance around her, and they’ll dance for a second night and into the day way out here on the curve of the world.”
“Then I suggest we row our asses to yon dock and climb those stairs.” Prince Russet forced a smile at Vanx, then at Trevin, and then turned. “It’s highly unlikely we will find Vanx’s friend roaming around the Sea Hawk’s deck.”

Less than half an hour later they stepped out of the Sea Hawk’s longboat onto the planked-wood dock floating at the base of the immense stone stair.
Captain Willie and Peg went about dealing with the harbor master and payment for their berth while Vanx, Trevin, Darbon, Prince Russet, and a sleepy-eyed Sir Earlin started the long climb up to town. The hungover knight had donned his full suit of plate mail and didn’t mind letting them all, even the prince, know how much effort he was exerting. The others poked fun at him to pass the ascent, but by the time they reached the top, the knight and Vanx were the only two of them who weren’t winded.
“It’s amazing, Sir Earlin,” Prince Russet said between deep breaths. “Remind me to commend your trainers… on your supreme… conditioning… when we return… return to Parydon.”
“Commend that honey fire at the Treasure Chest tavern, Highness.” Sir Earlin patted Prince Russet on the back. “Gulping a few swigs of that will get you back to form a lot quicker than standing here gulping air.”





They’ve eyes like cats and skin that sheds
and golden hair upon their heads.
They live forever, that’s a fact
and they’ll eat your flesh just like that.
– A sailor’s song


The town the Zythians called Lavern was much like any human frontier town, save for the fact that most of the inhabitants had sun-drenched skin, light-colored hair, and wild yellow eyes. A road, a stripe of shell-packed mud, ran through its center. On either side of this main thoroughfare were various establishments. A busy smith’s forge filled the air with the smell of hot steel and the sound of pinging hammers. A general supply store with a pair of ox carts decorating its entry was busy enough to draw the eye.
A cargo winch was clacking in the distance underneath the humdrum of the day. The crank lift ran from the top of the plateau down to the docks floating below. More than once as they were climbing the long flight of stairs upward, one of the group had commented about riding it instead of laboring up the steps.
It wasn’t until a group of riders, three Zythians, saddled on two-legged striders called kangas, came tearing into town that the scene became exclusive to the Isle of Zyth. Darbon saw them and darted behind Sir Earlin. Trevin just stopped and stared open-mouthed. Sir Earlin, who had been to the isle several times before, chuckled at them and then sneered at the strange uni-horned mounts. “Doesn’t seem natural,” he muttered.
“We were riding kangas here long before humans ever set foot on Parydon,” Vanx told him. “You would be, too, if they could travel by sea. Horses are smarter and far better to look at, but kangas are thrice as fast and give a much smoother ride, and in a pinch that horn does well to keep an enemy at bay.”
“I’ve ridden one,” Prince Russet said as Sir Earlin pointed out the tavern and started that way. “I came with my father to attend a trade council at Flotsam a few years back. They had a herd of them there and a track full of obstacles where they raced and wagered on the outcome. The one I rode was as ill-tempered as any horse I’ve ever sat upon, but you’re right, the ride itself was like floating on air. I’d forgotten about them until just now.”
“Will we ride them to find your friend?” Darbon asked skeptically. He’d adopted an arrow shaft as a scratcher to ease the irritation of the slow-healing ogre claw wound down his back. Vanx couldn’t help but laugh at him.
“Hopefully we won’t need to,” Vanx said as his eyes wandered to a cottage at the farthest edge of town.
A one-armed Zythian sea dog, whose hair was as white as fresh snow, sat alone at the row of stools that lined the bar of the Treasure Chest. Of the dozen tables that filled the cozy room, only one was occupied. The shutters were thrown wide and the door stood open, letting the sun light the area. A net full of shells, old ship brass, and dried starfish hung from the ceiling. A group of Parydon merchants dressed as such in their colorful hose and dizzying doublets sat with their Zythian counterpart, who was wearing the more practical garb of soft leather pants and matching vest over a balloon-sleeved blouse with the sleeves tied off at mid-forearm. That group didn’t so much as glance their way when Sir Earlin led them in and found a table large enough for their party.
A stout, olive-skinned Zythian woman with eyes the color of shiny copper coins and a pile of golden hair pinned atop her head scurried out to greet them. Her wild eyes met them all and only paused a beat on Vanx, whereupon her infectious smile widened considerably.
“What’ll it be?” she asked Sir Earlin, but Prince Russet answered the question before the knight could get out a word.
“One round of this honey fire I’ve heard so much about and a platter of hot meat and bread.” He slid a golden coin across the table top toward her. Her eyes flashed the exact color of the coin and she quickly made to snatch it up and start away, but Vanx caught her wrist.
“Am Hannalee?” he asked, but didn’t need to hear the answer, for he already knew who she was. She owned the cottage at the edge of town where Vanx and his mother had stayed a time or two on their trips here. The village of Malic was only a two-day walk inland, but Vanx’s mother sometimes liked to dally in the sea air for a day or two when they came. “It’s been twelve, maybe thirteen years… I’m Va…”
“Vanx of Malic,” she smiled again, and he let her put her coin away. “I could never forget those emeralds the Goddess blessed you with, dear.” She put her hands on her hips. “Never ever.”
He blushed a bit. Human women usually tumbled out of their clothes for him, but most Zythian girls said he was an eyesore. Besides that, Hannalee was easily two hundred years older than him. He wasn’t sure if she was flirting or not, but the simple fact that he wasn’t being shunned was surprising.
“I need to find Zeezle Croyle very, very quickly. Can you help?”
“We have plenty of coin to compensate you for your efforts,” Prince Russet added.
Vanx made a face that showed his distaste of being interrupted. Humans coveted coins of gold and jewels, but Zythians, for the most part, saw past the greed lust. What they desired were things crafted with skill and spirit. A knitted quilt of greffyn shearings, or a hand-carved jade figurine, would go further than thrice their worth in gold.
“I’ve the set of scarves my ‘Ama crocheted in a chest at home,” Vanx said, still using the Parydon trade tongue to be polite. “I have no use for them, and they’re of a color that would complement your lovely glow.”
“My, your ‘Ama taught you well,” Hannalee said with a rosy-cheeked smile as broad and sincere as any ever given. “But, I’ll not need your ‘Ama’s scarves to help you Vanx, nor do I want his coin.” She pointed to Prince Russet. “But it’ll take some coin to get the striders properly motivated. They might even have to go on to Malic or Croyle to track him down.” She put out her open palm to the prince. “Three or four will get them going and the same should be offered to the one who gets him here.” She turned back to Vanx then, leaving her hand exactly where it had been waiting for the coins. “What shall I have them tell young Dragon Bait that’ll get him out of his texts?”
Vanx tilted his head and grinned at the new nickname, contemplating the answer. “Have them tell him that the beating I gave him and Dorlan at the Fairy Fest was nothing compared to the one he’ll get if he’s not here by morning.”
“Ooooh!” she giggled. “I heard about that. That’ll get him here by sunset, I’d wager.”
A few moments after she disappeared into the kitchen, a serving girl, a silvery-haired Zyth with eyes of luminous amber and full breasts that seemed far too big for her skinny body, brought them a platter of freshly baked bread, steaming chunks of white mackerel, mussels, and bright red boiled shell fish. The food was followed by several pitchers of honey fire brandy. The sweet, fiery drink easily lived up to its reputation and Vanx had to force himself not to drink too deeply of the stuff, for while they waited for Zeezle he still wanted to send Nepton a wreath for his ‘Ama and Da. He waited until the Sea Hawk’s captain arrived, all red-faced and heaving for air, and then excused himself.
He went to the herbalist’s cottage that his mother always frequented and after several unanswered knocks at the door, he ventured around to the back of the place. He found the herbalist inside the transparent crystal-roofed room where she was growing some more exotic species of plants. She greeted Vanx with dirty hands and an ancient smile behind milky tangerine orbs that seemed to see further into him than was comfortable.
“You’re a few cycles early, Vanx,” she said curiously. “Or have you come for something to attract a woman?”
“I’ve had my fill of women for the moment, ‘Am,” he answered while trying to avoid her penetrating gaze. “The endeavor I’m about to undertake holds many a peril. This may be my last chance to make an offering to Nepton for my ‘Ama and Da.”
“I see it now,” she said softly. “This endeavor, as you call it, is for a woman, yes?”
“It is.” He turned away and started to reach for an azure cluster of blooms, but when he remembered what happened to Gallarael—how she had been bitten by the flower beast—he drew his hand back quickly. “But she’s not an acquaintance of the romantic sort. She tried to help me, and in the act of doing so she came to harm. I’m trying to help her in return and nothing more.”
“Oh, there’s more, Vanx,” she chuckled as she spoke. “There is always more. This one will find you again, if you can save her, that is.”
She brushed past him and started out of the sun house toward the cottage. “Come,” she called back over her shoulder. “I’ll prepare a wreath for you. You might seek the advice of the Goddess before you walk into the jaws of death, though. It’s plain for all who truly see that she favors you. Might be she can enlighten your addled young brain and point your life in a more proper direction.” With that she laughed again and swept up the three wooden steps that led into the back of her abode.

The Zythian whore riding Prince Russet’s cock was as beautiful a creature as he had ever seen, save for her eyes, which she was keeping closed now because of his discomfort. Her satiny blouse was splayed open and her apple-sized breasts jiggled instead of bounced. Coin-sized areola with jutting strawberry-colored nipples made his mouth salivate for the taste of her. She was long and fit and her skin was like hot silk. She leaned back and squeezed his ankles and he felt her body squeezing his manhood too. A soft moan of pleasure escaped her, and when she bucked and licked her lips he couldn’t contain his seed any longer. He exploded inside her.
The prince owed Sir Earlin one now; that was certain. The knight had insisted he sample the true delicacies of the island. Since they might soon be part of a pile of dragon shit, his argument hadn’t been all that strong. Now as he approached the table where the others sat he felt himself flushing with embarrassment and more than a little masculine pride as well.
“Ya think he’s absconded, then?” Sir Earlin asked Captain Willington over their fifth or maybe sixth mug of honey fire.
“I’ll wager not!” the captain said confidently.
“As will I!” Trevin said before realizing he had no coin to his name to wager.
Darbon slapped a small pouch of silvers down on the table with a clinking thud. “I’ll put all I’ve got to my name that he’s not run off!”
There was a long silence then, each man eyeing the other in turn. No one, it seemed, was willing to put their money up that Vanx had abandoned the quest.
“He’s visiting a friend, perhaps, or gathering information,” Prince Russet said with only the slightest bit of doubt in his voice. He resumed his seat and drank deeply from the goblet in front of him. “We all saw that the barmaid knew him by name.”
“That’s what’s got my hackles up!” the captain slurred. “He’s got old Nepton’s blood in his veins, so he’s apt to be as slippery as a ribbon eel, mind you. He’s got the dark blood of the Northmen and this heathen blood in him, too.”
This got a cross look from several of the Zythian fisherfolk who had wandered in throughout the course of the afternoon.
“He’ll be along soon enough!” Trevin snapped at the table. “He didn’t have to come as far as he has on this, and you’ve no right, none of you, to doubt him now. Even if he’s walked away, he has earned the right!” Trevin’s eyes bored bravely into Prince Russet’s for a beat or two. “Parydon chains mean nothing here!”
“If Vanx Malic wanted to deceive you lumps in any way, you’d be deceived!” This came from a tall Zythian with long, golden hair wearing the well-worn doeskin pants and hard boots of a seasoned wanderer. His arms and upper body were covered by an open jacket that looked like a sparkly sapphire jester’s top. A coiled black leather whip was at one hip and a narrow dirk, nearly as big as a sword, hung at the other. Strapped directly to his back were a bow case and quiver as tall as any of the men at the table had ever seen. “In fact,” the Zythian continued after plucking a crimson morsel from the platter at the table and crunching it, shell and all, with his pearly teeth, “if Vanx wanted you all to just vanish from existence it would have already transpired.”
“Ah, mighty Dragon Bait himself, and before the sun’s fully set, no less!” Hannalee snarled as she approached the table. “You’ll have to forgive these lumps, Zeezle, they’ve been tiltin’ the stout stuff all afternoon while waiting on you!”
Sir Earlin was glaring at Zeezle with his hand gripping white-knuckled on his sword hilt. A threat to the Prince of Parydon, even the subtly suggested one that had been spoken, was enough for him to bloody his steel over. Only Prince Russet’s hand, forcing his arm still, had kept the knight’s blade from sliding free of its sheath. None of this was lost on Zeezle, but it didn’t seem to faze or frighten him in the least.
“Vanx is most likely tossing tearblooms to Nepton to honor his Da.” Zeezle pulled a chair away from another table, one that was occupied by a pair of ancient-looking seamen. Neither of them met Zeezle’s hard, ochre eyes. He sat in the chair backward, his long legs splayed wide around its back as he faced them.
“That or he’s in the Shrine Garden. I doubt very seriously he’s trudging up the road to his ghostly hut in Malic. It’s about as boring a place as ever existed.”
“You must be Zeezle Croyle?” Trevin ventured. The sparkly glittering of Zeezle’s gaudy jacket was distracting. It was hard not to stare at the fascinating prismatic sensation it created.
“You’re the loyal one, and you?” Zeezle indicated Trevin and then Darbon, with a nod of his head. His voice broke the trance into which his wardrobe had drawn them. “You spoke up for Vanx. So it’s the two of you I’ll ask why I was sent for.” Zeezle looked over his shoulder as if suddenly remembering something. He motioned for a young preteen boy who had been peeking in the doorway to come over. “You,” Zeezle spoke to Prince Russet with only a slight smirk for Sir Earlin on his face. “You owe this boy some coins, I think.” Then dismissing the Crown Prince as if he were a beggar, Zeezle Croyle returned his gaze to Trevin and waited for an answer.

In the Shrine Garden, Vanx sought a state of peace and called out to the Goddess. The tears he cried earlier, after tossing the wreath into the sea, had dried on his cheeks and he could still feel them there. He was pleased to hear the sound of the crickets brushing through the grass, and the faint ruffle of a nearby owl’s feathers rustling as it preened itself with its beak. The numbing of his senses that occurred while he’d been at sea was gone. When he looked into the sky he found that he could still see the love of his mother’s eyes twinkling in the faint stars. The scent of each particular bloom in the Shrine Garden found his nose, and he was so reassured by his emotions that he found he didn’t need to seek advice or ask the Goddess for direction.
He was following his heart, and she had already blessed him with plenty.





It’d be wiser to jump ship
than to pull him from the helm.
A witch’s get, he knows the deep
don’t cross Captain Saint Elm.
– Saint Elm’s Deep


The voyage to Dragon Isle passed swiftly. Captain Willington used a variation of the wind summoning spell that Vanx had used to blow away Coll’s poisonous fog, and kept their sails full the entire way. When Vanx asked him about the added potency his casting blew forth, the captain somberly chuckled. “A day of a captain’s life is worth thrice, if not more, than a day of a regular man’s, but a few days off the end of either is worth far less than a day of a young girl’s life every time.”
Vanx spent the morning of the first day of the voyage reminiscing with Zeezle, but after a few hours of exchanging stories, they ran out of things to say. Thirty-plus years of familiarity rendered normal conversation unnecessary. The two of them had been close friends growing up, and became even closer after Zeezle’s brother, Dorlan, had been killed.
Zeezle did get interested when Vanx began the tale of how he ended up in his present dilemma. Vanx switched from Azaryth to the Parydon trade tongue that he had been using for the past two years because Trevin, Darbon, Prince Russet, and a good third of the Sea Hawk’s crew, including Captain Willie, had eased within ear shot. By then all of them had heard the rumors of Vanx’s relationship with Duchess Gallarain and how Duke Martin had tried to have him killed, but only Trevin and Darbon had heard the story firsthand. When Vanx was finished, Zeezle went into the story he’d been telling everyone about how he had killed the young blue dragon whose scales he now wore as a jacket. It was an exaggeration, Vanx knew. Zeezle had just told him the truth, that the young blue had gotten wounded in a scrap with a fire breather and had crashed into the rocks. Zeezle had killed the beast—at least that part of the story was true—but out of mercy and with no resistance whatsoever. Zeezle had also told Vanx that he knew where they would find the dragon they were after.
That was good to hear; the bad part was that it would take most of the time they had before the first moon of Aur to get to the location. They would have to traverse a swampy section of jungle, and then climb a rocky ridge where every nook, cranny, and cave was either home to a dragon or one of the various beasts upon which the great wyrms fed. The valley beyond that ridge was where they would find their great fire wyrm. One end of it, Zeezle said, was open and rank, devoid of all but the hardiest of plant life. Half-digested skeletons of devil-horned ram, the partially crunched exoskeletons of huge basal beetles, and the indigestible scales of a plethora of sea creatures who swam too close to the surface decorated the decaying piles there. Some of the dung heaps were as big as cottages. Zeezle had said, “For at the other end of the valley lay the hole from which mighty Pyra crawls from her lair to do her business every other day or so.” Zeezle hadn’t gone into detail about who Pyra was just yet, but Vanx knew that she had to be a formidable dragon and a fire breather by the nickname his friend had given her. Zeezle’s voice betrayed the respect and fear he held for the wyrm, too.
It was later that night, the night before they dropped anchor, that Zeezle, in the prince’s overcrowded cabin, told them all about Pyra and her valley.
“She’s the queen of the island,” Zeezle said. “A hundred strides from tip to tail at the very least, with a wingspan as big as her attitude.” Zeezle held his arms out wide to demonstrate. “All the dragons use the valley to defecate… the sizable ones, anyway. It’s something to do with the scent of the waste. That’s where we will have a chance to bleed her. Pyra, though, is the only one whose lair opens on the place. None of the other dragons will dare feed in her territory, but they drop their scent there, especially the males, each with hopes of catching her attention with the strength of their stench.” Zeezle caught Vanx’s eyes and laughed nonchalantly, but Vanx knew by the look that his friend wasn’t exaggerating this time. He was speaking the truth.
“Once we’re in the valley we shouldn’t have to worry about being attacked so much,” Zeezle continued. “But let me tell ya, between the beach and the valley we might face half a dozen beasts, from limb lizards to hornets the size of cucumbers, to spiders and possibly even a tree orc or two.” Zeezle stopped to let that all sink in and nodded approval at the silent intensity on the faces before him. “I’ve made the trek twice now and I know the way, but I was alone, and it’s easier to stay hidden when you’re…,” he looked at Vanx again, “…well, when you’re Zythian and alone.”
“We can be quiet,” Sir Earlin said, showing only a slight bit of his unease, and maybe a sliver of dislike for the Zythian.
Zeezle chuckled openly at that, causing the knight’s face to bloom brightly. “I assure you, sir, in your full armor you couldn’t stand still and remain quiet to my Zythian ears, and a dragon hears far better than I do.”
Sir Earlin started to reply but Prince Russet stopped him with an upraised hand. “He’s right, Sir Earlin,” the prince said, nodding. “Listen to him and try to keep personal feelings out of this. It’s not about you or the uncanny abilities of our friends from the Isle of Zyth. This is about saving Gallarael and nothing else.”
“Yes, Highness,” Sir Earlin said, dropping his chin, somewhat stone-faced. “I apologize, Sir Dragon Bait. Please continue.”
“It might be better if I go to Pyra’s valley alone,” Zeezle said after a pause. “I can get in and out and save you all a lot of trouble.”
“If we weren’t so pressed for time, Zee, I would agree. But suppose something happened to you?” Vanx asked. “None of us know the way. We’d lose the edge your knowledge gives us.”
Sir Earlin raised a hand, hoping to speak again, but didn’t open his mouth until Prince Russet gave him a nod. “We’ve got battalions worth of weapons and gear and the six of us and as many more of the ship’s crew to go ashore. We have armor, crossbow bolts tipped in poison, and blades. I don’t see how…”
The shaking of Zeezle’s golden hair stopped the knight mid-sentence.
“No, Sir Earlin, you don’t see,” Zeezle said, trying hard not to provoke the man again. “If we are set upon by a dragon, one, a young blue for instance, a beast no longer than ten paces tip to tail… if that happens, maybe two of our well-armed dozen might survive, and those two would be myself and Vanx, because of our extraordinary senses.”
“Surely a dozen men can kill a thirty-foot dragon,” Trevin spoke up.
“The black ones spew corrosive saliva that would eat through your steel armor, and then your flesh, before you could take aim at the beast,” the Zythian told them, his wild eyes almost luminous in the dim cabin. “The blue wyrms spit lightning, and the green species blast at you with a hot, steamy fog that’ll drop you dead in your tracks. The red-scaled beasts, such as the one we are after, will char you to ash as they fly by overhead. You’ll die before you know they are even there.”
Darbon shuddered at that, remembering the ashy form of the ogre he had fallen into back in the Wildwood. He then came out with a chuckle. “Sort of makes the Wildwood seem like an orchard.”
“It does,” Vanx sniggered back. There was no real humor in their laughs though, only tension and concern.
“The dragons can fly, sir,” Zeezle went on, stressing his point to the knight. “One moment you are trudging along trying to keep your feet from sticking in the swampy muck; the next, three men behind you are nothing but half-formed puddles of muck. You don’t often hear them coming. You’re the field mouse on this island full of hawks and falcons, and the birds here breathe fire, poison, and vaporized lightning.”
Sir Earlin was quiet for a beat, his expression neutral. Then he gave a slight respectful nod of understanding toward Zeezle.
“I’m sorry, my prince, but I must invoke Liege Law on this venture,” the knight said. “My oath is to the king of the realm and it is to protect you at all costs. You’ll not set foot on Dragon Isle.”
Prince Russet’s eyes grew large and he started to protest, but Sir Earlin set his jaw and shook his head in a way that brooked no argument.
“It’s better this way,” Vanx said. “Zee can scribe up a map. He and I can go after the remedy, and if something happens and we don’t return, another attempt can be made.”
“I’m going, Vanx.” Trevin stood and nearly split his skull on the cabin’s low ceiling. The knock to his head seemed to only sharpen his resolve. “You’ll have to kill me to stop me!”
“You’ll need a good archer, and Trevin’s sword, if we run into orcs, or them spider-eating snakes he told us of,” Darbon added. “And if something happens to one of us out there, the rest of us can continue on.”
“Sir Earlin will accompany you,” Prince Russet said in a voice that showed his disappointment, and something else that was a little more than heartfelt. “There’s something that Quazar didn’t tell Trevin because of his relationship with Gallarael. I…”
“What is it?” Trevin snapped.
“Mind your tongue when addressing the prince of the realm,” Sir Earlin scolded.
“No, it’s all right,” the prince said. “He loves her and I understand. She is with child, though. Even if you get the blood and we sail with Nepton’s full blessing behind us, the whole way back, it might not be soon enough to save them.”
Trevin was as pale as a freshly scrubbed sheet.
“Quazar also told me that his staying spell barely took and that he couldn’t risk re-casting it for fear that the poison would take her in the time between.” The prince sighed and rubbed his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. It wasn’t clear whether it was a move to hide a tear or just to release some of the emotion he was feeling. “She’s barely alive. They’re barely alive, and we’ve one chance to get this right. I suggest that you all listen to the Zythian and then figure out the approach which will yield the absolute best chance of success.”
Vanx regarded the prince for a long moment. Russet would be a good, if not a great, king one day. It made Vanx feel proud to be half-human, a feeling that he’d never felt before in his whole life.
“If that’s the case, then the knight may be right,” Zeezle said. “A large, well-armed group could get us to the valley quickly and safely. Once there we can see what challenges the Goddess presents us with and deal with them as they come.”





The demon’s horde was many
while the heroes left were few.
But the wizard and his mighty wyrm
made the demon pay his due.
– The Ballad of Orn Spike


The group watched on in stunned silence as the Sea Hawk pulled her anchor and sped away from the island by way of a powerful magical gust of wind. Dragons had circled at first and then swooped on the ship, but when the summoned wind snapped the sails taut, the winged beasts darted away from her. Their attention quickly returned to the beached longboat and the foot trails pounded into the sand between it and the tree line. One of the dragons, a mid-sized black wyrm, as dark as onyx with a glittery sheen, and a bright pink maw full of dagger-long teeth, landed near the small boat.
The black dragon strutted on hind legs, with outstretched wings, as it came down. It took three slowing strides and then fell forward on all four of its wicked clawed legs. It folded its wings back and its upraised neck shot forward like a striking snake. At the same time, its long tail extended backward for balance.
The wyrm was easily forty paces from head to tail, and its elongated form left no doubt as to why earlier generations had nicknamed the creatures wyrms.
A long, forked tongue flickered forth, tasting the air around the longboat. Vanx was amazed at how pink the tongue was until the creature’s head turned, its gaze following the trail. Its luminous amber eyes met Vanx’s and all his curiosity melted away like a snowball in a forest fire. He only knew one thing in that moment; one emotion overcame him so completely that he nearly lost control of his bodily functions. The fear was so intense that a weaker mind might not have been able to recover from it.
Dark, vertical slits scanned the tree line and then shiny black lids shot up from the bottom of those narrowed orbs as the dragon blinked. The slits turned to slivers as it found and focused on the group. Its head was wide like a viper’s, but long and snouted like that of a horse. Bony platelets formed brows and cheeks. It had no ears that Vanx could see, but a pair of sharp horns jutted up and back in their place. A few tendrils of thick, ropy hair dangled from its chin like a beard, and a row of sharp, triangular protrusions ran down its spine.
Vanx felt a sensation akin to that of being in close proximity of working magic. Oddly, it was a clean sort of magic, similar to Quazar’s, all natural and pure. Vanx sniffed, searching for that ozone-like quality that usually accompanied the hair-raising sensation, and regretted it immediately. Apparently, one or more of the men with them had lost control of their bowels. A long, hissing intake of breath from the dragon showed that it smelled the stench, too.
Before Vanx could even think, the dragon started forward like a scrabbling mongoose. It was fast, as fast as lightning, as it came across the beach. Its body was too big for it to charge all the way into the trees, but that realization didn’t stop a few of the men from pushing away from the trunks they were hiding behind in order to flee. There was a gasping chorus from the men when the dragon’s head struck into the forest like a snake. Then came a muffled scream.
Vanx wanted to look away but couldn’t. The dragon took a step back from the tree line, raised up its long neck, and chugged down a good portion of one of the seamen it had snatched. He couldn’t help but gawk at the steadily shrinking lump that moved down the dragon’s neck toward its body.
The wyrm leapt forward then like a frisky hound, unfurling its wings as it went. By the second leap it was in the air and a series of deep thumps carried it away from sight. As Vanx watched it go, he shuddered when he realized it was only one of the score of wyrms circling like buzzards in the sky.
“You’ve my apologies for ever doubting your word, Zeezle,” Sir Earlin said after a long silence. “Never in all my life have I seen a thing of such size and power.”
“Where’s the other sailor gone?” Zeezle asked Yandi, who was still bear-hugging the trunk of the tree between the beach and him.
“You didn’t see what happened?” This was from Trevin and in a voice that seemed fairly steady considering what had just taken place.
“Not that one,” Zeezle said as he peered back into the swampy jungle. “One of them ran past me into the marsh.” For a long moment no one even tried to respond.
“We’ve no time to waste on absconders,” Trevin said. “What supplies do we have among us?”
“We have enough food and most of the weapons,” Sir Earlin said from the pile of gear through which he was going. “My good armor and the climbing gear are still on the longboat, though.”
“Are they gonna come back?” Darbon asked.
“The dragons never left, lad,” Sir Earlin said. “They’re still out there circling, so we have to move.”
“That’s not what I mean.” Darbon shook his head. He was pale and trembling, but otherwise recovering from his fear. “The ship, Prince Russet; are they coming back? Or are we stranded here?”
“They’re coming back, Darby.” Vanx forced a laugh. “They just had to clear away from the shore.”
“If the beasts fired the sails or killed the crew, then we would be trapped here,” Trevin said. “They just moved out of harm’s way.”
“Oh,” Darbon managed and then reached for a bow. After he strung it, he took two quivers of arrows and hooked them to his belt. Then he grabbed a dirk and a short sword as well.
“Our tents and the vat of poison are still on the longboat,” Trevin said from Sir Earlin’s side. “But we’ve a bundle of torches here, two lanterns, and a flask of lantern oil.”
“We’ve no waterskins here, and only two of the watered wine,” Sir Earlin gave the tally.
“There’s fresh, clean water available on our way,” said Zeezle. “At dusk I will venture out and get us some more bladder skins from the longboat.”
“We’re not waiting here until dark, Zeezle,” Vanx said flatly. “I have a flask and I know the sailors do as well. Those and the two skins will keep our thirst quenched if we are frugal.”
“So be it.” Zeezle nodded his agreement. “I guess we should sort this gear out and get moving then.” He looked up, judging the position of the sun through the almost solid canopy overhead. “We can get across and out of the mire before full dark.”
“This doesn’t look much like a swamp,” Darbon told Yandi, who had recovered from his terror enough to begin loading a shoulder pack to carry. The other remaining crewmen joined him.
“That’s because we’re not in the marshes just yet. The tide is out,” Zeezle explained. Then he cupped his hands to his mouth and started to yell. He stopped himself long enough to ask Yandi what the fled seaman’s name was.
“We’re moving inland, Bernald. You’re to stay here and watch the longboat. Don’t go near it, save for at dusk and dawn.”
“Don’t be thinking about creeping out of here without us, either,” Yandi managed to yell without his voice faltering. “Them dragons will pluck you right off the sea if you aren’t got no heathens aboard to repel them.”
Vanx looked at Yandi and nodded with a grin of approval showing on his face. He knew there was nothing in the world as superstitious and suspicious as a seaman. If Bernald thought that it was Vanx’s or Zeezle’s presence that had kept the dragons at bay as they rode to shore earlier, all the better. It wouldn’t do to risk their lives on the island to get the dragon’s blood only to return and find an empty beach.
“I’ll not be going out of this forest,” Bernald called from some distance. “With or without ye, sand’ll never take the print of my boot again.”
“We’ll leave you some food,” Sir Earlin barked. “But if you want a drink, you’ll have to go get one of those skins from the longboat.”
“I’ll drink me own piss before I go out yonder,” Bernald’s voice returned. It hadn’t grown any closer.
“That’s up to you, man,” Sir Earlin replied, more to himself than anyone else.
“I have three-to-one odds that he will have passed out drunk on those wineskins that are still out there when we get back, Reen,” Yandi said to his man.
“I’ll put a silver on that,” Reen said shakily. “If he saw what happened to Oskey, he’ll not leave the forest, like he said.”
“It’s a bet then.” Yandi handed him the pack he’d been loading and started filling another. “Let’s just hope we live to settle it.”
“Come on,” Zeezle ordered. He slung the pack Trevin offered him over his shoulder and started inland, swinging a short, wide blade before him to clear a path. Taking loaded crossbows and hip quivers as they passed Sir Earlin, the seamen followed him. Darbon had the longbow, so he didn’t take the more powerful but less accurate weapon the knight offered him, but Trevin took one. Trevin also took the huge, two-handed sword they had brought along. Vanx helped him get the over-the-shoulder scabbard rig on and indicated that he’d take up the rear. Vanx had selected a long, narrow-bladed sword earlier and it was already strapped at his waist. Like Darbon, he preferred the accuracy and range of the longbow over the crossbow’s power. He knew he could release three arrows by the time a crossbow could be cocked and reloaded.
Sir Earlin, clad in gauntlets, steel-shinned boots, and a knee-length shirt of chainmail, took up one of the two huge battle axes. He already had a formidable array of weapons strapped to him. Apparently the knight had no use for a bow. Vanx figured that in full armor it was next to impossible to manage one. As an afterthought, as he took up the rear behind the jangling knight, he snatched up the last quiver of arrows. Unlike a sword or an axe, a bow could become no more than a stick if the fighting got heavy and arrows ran short.
The further inland they went, the more hostile the environment became. Insects buzzed and whirred about them in great insistent clouds. More than once a fat, reddish-brown spider the size of a man’s hand dropped out of the branches overhead at them. Zeezle said that the spiders were only mildly poisonous; it was the green-scaled snakes that fed on them that you really had to worry about.
The terrain grew denser. If Vanx couldn’t catch the occasional flash of sparkling blue from Zeezle’s gaudy jacket, or the silvery glint of Sir Earlin’s chainmail in front of him, he might have gone mad. The muted browns and tans of the rest of the companions’ garb were tinted to hues of green by the sun’s rays. It all seemed to blend together in a blur. Even with his keener vision, Vanx knew something could be hiding right in front of him and he wouldn’t even know it. As if that thought were a warning from the Goddess herself, a roaring screech, like that of a wounded destrier, erupted just to his right.
Vanx dove to the soft, decaying mulch of the jungle floor just in time. Sir Earlin wasn’t as lucky, though. A dark-furred beast, roughly the shape and size of a large man, swung down from the trees next to them and clubbed his head soundly. By the deep, cracking thump of the impact and the way the leafy ground around him was splattered with bloody-gray goo, Vanx had no doubt that the thing had just brained the knight.





No matter how many venture
no matter how hard they try
the Wildwood swallows everyone
who goes too far inside.
– A song from Dyntalla


“It’s a larger clan this time, my lord. Even their women and children are out there,” the fidgety messenger said to Duke Elmont. “Thirty, maybe forty, of the naked green bastards, and another group coming up not far behind ‘em.”
“By the gods,” the duke shook his head in exasperation, “do they think they can actually breach the wall?”
“Captain Tafton says that they don’t think much at all,” the messenger answered and got a glare from the duke for his unwanted comment.
“There’s food and drink in the antechamber,” the duke barked. “Andel, take him and make him comfortable. I’ll have a set of orders ready for him to carry back to the wall shortly.”
“Yes, my lord.” The rider backed away, searching for Andel, the castellan, to help him make a speedy exit.
“It’s because of the Blood Stone, my lord,” Quazar said with an indictable glance at the half-empty court of merchants and petitioners. He spied who he was looking for and was pleased to see that Coll was listening intently.
“They want it back, no matter how they have to get it. It’s far more powerful than we first thought.”
“But it’s with…”
“My lord!” Quazar cut his liege off bravely and with narrow brows. “This is no subject for open court.”
The duke was about to snap back but managed to stop himself. He was clearly uptight. Since early the previous day, the wall and the western gate had been under attack. No one could understand why, because the Blood Stone was at sea with Prince Russet.
“Very well, Master Quazar,” the duke snarled. He turned to his scribes. “Someone find Commander Perin and get him to the solarium. Court is adjourned.” Looking back at Quazar he barked, “I’ll see you there for an explanation presently.”
Quazar bowed himself away from the throne. A quick glance up showed him that Coll was leaving as well. Duke Martin was right on his heels.
“What was that all about, Master Wizard?” the duke asked as he closed the door behind himself. They were in an opulent open room with a balcony looking over the western quarter of the city. In the distance, beyond the stronghold proper, a rooster tail of dust rose up from the road that led out toward the western gate. Quazar understood that it was a caravan of troops and supplies traveling out to fortify and relieve those who had been repelling the ogres’ attack thus far. By all reports, the beasts were no more than a novel threat. They weren’t hammering at the gate with a battering ram or trying to scale the wall; they were throwing rocks at the barrier and howling out wildly while those who ventured too close were shafted by the archers on the wall top. They had, however, savaged most of the people and property unfortunate enough to have remained outside the barrier.
“I apologize for being so rude in open court, my lord,” Quazar spoke sincerely. “Had it not been completely necessary, I wouldn’t have spoken over you so.”
“Very well, very well.” The ruler of Dyntalla waived his hand dismissively. “Just tell me why you cut me off. Was it because I was about to reveal where the Blood Stone actually is?”
“Very perceptive.”
“Enough of that, Quazar. I’ll have you flogged for insolence if you keep up the mockery.” The duke joined Quazar at the balcony rail. “Is this to do with Duke Martin?”
“Again, very perceptive,” Quazar smiled sarcastically. The duke’s brows furrowed, but only for a beat or two. A smile split through his trimmed gray beard then and he chuckled. The two had been serving King Ravier Oakarm for a handful of years or more and they were familiar enough with each other to drop the pretense of rank and station every now and again.
“I’d not like to be in his boots when Ravier arrives,” the duke said.
“Nor I,” Quazar agreed. “But it’s not Humbrick I’m interested in at the moment. That advisor who never leaves his side—Coll is his name—he he concerns me.”
“The one you saw poison Commander Aldean?”
Quazar nodded. “He’s a Darkean if I’ve ever met one. But I’m not sure he’s about much.”
“It’s a pity you couldn’t save Aldean. You can’t testify to anything you saw while spying on a Parydon noble.”
“The black-souled wretch must have suspected a spy or he wouldn’t have misnamed his poison so purposefully.” Quazar didn’t like being duped, and was sure it showed in his expression.
“What should we do?” Duke Elmont finally asked.
“Obviously, he is curious about the Blood Stone. I think a trap might be in order.”
“Speaking of that fargin rock, why are those beasts still after it if it’s on the way to Dragon Isle?” The duke looked miffed as he continued. “A good score or more of our hardest-working men, not to mention several whole families of herders, were left outside the walls to fend for themselves. No doubt they met their end in a most heinous fashion.”
“That’s what I meant when I said the stone was more powerful than I first thought,” Quazar explained. “It has left a residual trail. Not a faint trail, either. A lingering path for them to follow.” The wizard shrugged. “I’d guess the beasts would run straight into the sea to follow it, but who’s to say. The ocean’s salinity does strange and unpredictable things to all that is magic.”
“Do you know a way to get rid of this lingering—whatever it is?” The duke’s tone was serious now. “If the new reports are true, there will be a formidable number of the stupid bastards piling up outside the wall soon, and if they figure out that they’re big and strong enough to bust it down, they’ll probably try.”
“Are they?” Quazar asked. The idea that the ogres might be able to actually breach the gate had never occurred to him.
“I’m not foolish enough to tell you no. If the history of warfare has taught me anything, it is that the unbreachable eventually gets breached, and the unstoppable gets stopped.”
“That’s not what I mean,” the wizard said, shaking his head. “Do you think that here and now those ogres can breach the western gate? That is what I am asking you.”
“It’s doubtful. They aren’t organized. I don’t think they’re intelligent enough to make a battering ram or scaling ladder, but if they keep getting shafted under the wall like they are, the pile will surely grow into a ramp.” The last was said jokingly, but neither of them found it funny.
“I’ll go to the gate on the morrow to see what I can do to deter the beasts,” Quazar said, but his eyes narrowed and his grin widened into a sinister leer. “Tonight, though, my lord, we have a trap to bait. Since our cold-hearted duke doesn’t seem to know how deep in it he is, you should invite him and his advisor to dinner tonight to discuss the ogre attacks. Any of your other advisors and trusted friends with a military qualification should attend as well.” Quazar patted the duke on the shoulder. “At dinner you should hint that the Blood Stone is being kept on an upper floor in the armory tower, not under lock and key, mind you, but under armed guard and a protective blanket of my wizardry.”
“What should I tell those guards?” the duke asked skeptically.
“Tell them that they are guarding the Blood Stone, of course, but warn them that an attempt will most likely be made to take it. I’d hate one of them getting caught unawares.”
“If one gets caught unawares while guarding something for their king, or for their duke for that matter, they deserve what they get.”
Quazar picked up one of the heavy pewter goblets from the wicker table and drained it. He then tested its weight. It was a bit lighter than the actual Blood Stone was, but who would know that?
Duke Elmont watched, a curious unease showing on his face, as Quazar mumbled the words to a spell and then crumbled the goblet into a malleable form and worked it down to the size and shape of the Blood Stone.
Quazar knew that the working of magic made the duke uneasy, so he took his time and showed a devious grin when he handed the warm creation to the man.
Reluctantly, the duke took the offering. “If this is what it looked like, it sure didn’t look like much,” he said, trying to hide his unease.
“That’s the trouble with the arcane and its practitioners,” Quazar nodded back, his grin widening. “Nothing, and sometimes no one, it what it seems to be. That is exactly why this Coll concerns me.”
The next morning Quazar donned the formal red-trimmed, black robe of his station, complete with a soft, pointed black leather hat that sported crimson sequins shaped like crescents and stars. He felt silly in the outfit, but the soldiers on the wall would recognize him clearly and make way for him.
Last evening’s dinner had gone extremely well. The trap was baited and Duke Martin was comfortable in his false sense of invulnerability. It irked Quazar to no end that the man hadn’t even asked about his daughter. He hadn’t mentioned her at all. It was obvious that Humbrick assumed the girl was dead somewhere in the Wildwood, but he showed no grief for her. All that he offered were subtle and calculated suggestions that Commander Aldean had somehow caused the unfortunate mess that happened with the caravan.
The one thing that did surprise Quazar was the look in Duke Martin’s eyes when he asked one of the captains about Matty. She was up in Quazar’s tower tending to Gallarael, but if the duke decided to go down to the cells to try to find her, there might be a problem. Matty had already voiced her desire to stay in a cell and wait for him. Quazar couldn’t let her geld him, though, at least not until King Oakarm stripped the duke of his title. Until that happened, Quazar was honor sworn to protect the man, even if he didn’t like it.
Arriving at the western gate, Quazar stepped down out of his carriage, placed his silly hat on his head, and just for fun slowly levitated himself up onto the wall. The soldiers had no issue giving him the room he needed to deal with the mass of savage ogres gathering at the edge of bow range outside the wall, and he went about his business with a purpose.





The witch is cold and evil
her heart is black and hard.
Hair like snakes and fangs for teeth
her claws are frozen shards.
– Frosted Soul


Sir Earlin let out a roar and the dark, hairy shape of his attacker went stumbling backward into a tangle of vines and leaves. It looked somewhat like the gorill that Vanx had seen in a cage at a tumblers spectacular on Parydon Island last year. It had a black-skinned face and somewhat human eyes, but from what Vanx could tell it was pure beast. The thing didn’t dance around and bang on its chest as Vanx thought it might. This creature was all claws and teeth and hunger.
“Tree orc!” Zeezle shouted. “Usually more than one.”
Sir Earlin roared out again. This time Vanx heard the pain in the bellow. Vanx saw that what he thought were brains were actually teeth and a wad of bloody mucus. The man was hurt, and by the sound of it, he was hurt badly, but he wasn’t brained.
Already the sailors and Darbon had loosed arrows at the creature. At such a close range Vanx didn’t think they could have missed. Darbon was drawing back another arrow, though, and the sailors were fumbling to ratchet back their crossbows.
Vanx rolled to his side, shedding his bow from his shoulder as he went. Oddly, the second tree orc went straight for the fallen knight, too. Vanx put an arrow deep into its chest, right where the heart would be if it were a man. He was relieved that the creature clutched at the arrow as it pitched forward into a sprawl across Sir Earlin’s body.
Yandi dropped the unloaded crossbow and drew out a dagger. The terrified seaman began stabbing the beast frantically, slinging bright blood with every stroke.
“It’s dead,” Vanx said as he knelt down to check Sir Earlin’s condition.
“Just making sure,” Yandi said after jabbing one more hole in the thing.
“The other one is dead, too,” Zeezle informed them.
Vanx saw that Sir Earlin’s head hadn’t been split, but by the melon-sized lump swelling out below his ear, it was obvious that his jaw had been broken. The knight’s eyes were opening and shutting tightly, then fluttering as he fought to stay conscious.
“I think your mandible is cracked,” said Vanx.
The knight shook his head. “Mno it’s me jaw.” Tears were streaming from the corners of his eyes from the effort.
“That’s what a mandible is, Sir Earlin,” Vanx said, trying to distract the man from his pain.
“Why’d them tree orcs only attack him?” Yandi asked.
It was a good question. Vanx saw Sir Earlin pat at his chest nervously and then relax.
“Zee, go on as you were,” Vanx ordered. “I’m going to help Sir Earlin back to where our supplies are. With the trail you’re leaving I’ll have no problem catching up.”
“You’d better be back by morning because once we’re on the rocks it’ll be a lot harder to find us.”
“I could track this bunch across water in the dark,” Vanx replied. “But I’ll try to be there by dawn.”
“If you’re not there we can’t wait for you,” Trevin told him. “You understand?”
“Yep, I understand.” Vanx nodded. “Now go. You’re wasting time here.”
“Reen will stay and help you,” Yandi said. “You’ll need cover if they come again. And the knight’ll need someone to look after him and mash his food and such.”
“You just want someone to get that wine from the boat so that Bernald will get drunk and you’ll win my silver,” Reen jested.
“Bernald won’t get drunk if you don’t give him no wine, man. Now help the heathen get Sir Earlin to his feet,” said Yandi.
“Aye aye, Yandi,” Reen said with relief showing plainly on his face. It was clear that he didn’t want to go anywhere near the dragons.
It was a short trek back to the tree line where the remainder of their supplies were. Sir Earlin was in a great deal of pain, but with Vanx and Reen helping, he managed to keep his feet. Vanx was disappointed to find that there were still a handful of dragons circling in the sky. He wanted to get the knight the bottle of laudanum they’d brought, and some of the wine and stout, and maybe even a tent so that they could keep the weather off while they waited.
After careful consideration of the distance between the tree line and the longboat, Vanx decided he would try it. It was nowhere near dusk and he would be easily spotted from above, but he could move quickly and wouldn’t dally. He knew just where the jug was and the bundle with the tents and tarps was near the top of the pile. He also wanted to haul the boat’s iron anchor up shore so that, if a storm came, their boat wouldn’t wash away. It would be a close thing, Vanx knew, but he would abandon the work and flee for the tree line if he had to.
“Move all of that stuff back a dozen paces at least, Reen,” Vanx instructed. “A smaller dragon could get a few yards further in and get at you here.”
Once Reen understood what Vanx was saying, he set Sir Earlin against a tree and hurried to comply. Vanx moved to the edge of the tree line and silently prayed to the Goddess to lend him speed and make him seem unappetizing to the dragons. He waited until one of the smaller dragons dove down at the sea after a fish. He hoped the others were watching it as he bolted from the trees like a startled deer.
He nearly stumbled and fell in the loose sand but he managed to keep himself upright by churning his legs.
As soon as he gained the side of the boat he scanned the sky. The dragons were interested in the floundering catch their sleek, green-scaled cousin held in its claws. Vanx didn’t hesitate. He picked up the anchor and ran a good seven paces up the beach, dropped it, and charged back to get the rest of what he was after. The instant he hooked his finger in the loop at the top of the laudanum jug, one of the dragons came swooping. Vanx dove into the boat. When he looked up he expected to see a huge, fanged maw coming in at him, or a set of claws, but he found that his attacker had only been a shadow. The dragon had apparently spotted him, though. It roared out to its companions and made a tight, descending circle.
Vanx, with the jug in one hand, snatched up the top bundle on the pile. He fell more than climbed out of the boat and was forced to waste precious moments getting to his feet. When he looked up to where he’d last seen the dragon, he knew he was in trouble. He started running as fast as he could toward the trees, knowing that he had very little chance to make the cover. Already the larger blue-scaled wyrm was streaking along the sand at breakneck speed. Vanx could see his death approaching and all he could do was run.
Suddenly a blast of crackling yellow fluid sprayed toward him. The dragon then threw open its wings and went into a stall. Vanx had no choice but to dive into the sand to get under the dragon’s breath. He hit face first and his eyes and mouth were filled with grit. He started to look up but his vision was blurred and filled with a bright yellow light. He smelled his hair singeing and felt the intense heat of the energy contained in the dragon spew. He had never been so terrified in his life. He was helpless and at the mercy of a winged creature that was bigger than a cottage. He felt the dragon’s wings thump air to keep it in its hover. He imagined claws grasping at him to carry him away just as the young green dragon had clutched its fish. The lightning breath stopped and the dragon let out a terrible roar. It was all Vanx could do to keep from crying out from the pain the sound caused in his supersensitive ears. In the brief silence that followed the dragon’s call, there was a grunt from somewhere, and then the thrum of a bow string. This was immediately followed by an even louder roar and a double thump of huge, sand-blasting wings. As he was scoured by the abrasive gusts, Vanx’s world went blank. Not dark and fading, as if he were passing from consciousness, but just blank.
After a moment, Vanx felt himself being dragged across the sand.
“Come on, come on,” a voice urged frantically. It was Reen, but Reen wasn’t the only one who was pulling at him.
Vanx, still clutching the jug and the bundle of gear in his hands, looked up to see a blurry vision of sparkling chain mail topped by an even blurrier pumpkin-shaped head.
Sir Earlin.
Vanx rode a burst of adrenaline then, and got himself to his feet. He let Darbon lead him into the trees and collapsed there. It was a good thing, too, because another jet of crackling lightning breath erupted behind him and consumed the exposed knight.
Reen had gotten behind a tree, too, and the wide trunk did well to protect him.
Vanx smelled Sir Earlin’s flesh as it was electrified on the bone. There was no sound other than the dragon’s roaring exhalation. He caught a glimpse of the brave man’s form as it toppled to the sand. Vanx would never forget the sight, as blurry as it was. The knight’s chain armor was glowing as red as if it had just been pulled from a forge fire, and his skin, every shuddering inch of it, was a greasy black char.
The angry dragon withdrew its long neck when another crossbow bolt thumped into its hide.
Bernald, the fled seaman, had fired the bolt. Reen grabbed the pack and helped Vanx get deeper into the tree line, and there they gathered themselves. To their relief the dragon backed away from the trees and left them.
There were two tents in the supply pack and several waterskins, along with a lantern and some oil. After inspecting himself and washing the grit from his mouth and face, Vanx decided that he would be all right to track down the others. His ass was blistered a bit, and half his hair was burned into a hard clump that he reluctantly cut off with a dagger. He was alive, though, and whole.
Reen was scarred from his left shoulder down to his hand. His sleeve had caught fire and the material appeared to have melted into his flesh. The burns were deep and the meat on his arm was cooked hard in some places. The sailor didn’t complain, though. He downed three sips from the jug of laudanum and then bit down on a stick as Bernald tended his wounds.
Vanx didn’t relish what he had to do, but he did it. He ventured to the edge of the trees and peeled open the neck of Sir Earlin’s armor. He reached into the still hot opening and fought to hold down his guts. He found what he was after with relative ease. The Blood Stone was as hot as the flesh melted around it. It pulled free with a wet, sucking pop.
After taking two of the waterskins and a tarp, Vanx left the two sailors and Sir Earlin’s corpse and went after the others. His mind hadn’t had a chance to process what had just happened and why, and he wasted no time thinking on it as he went. He had a strong urge to find his friends before nightfall.





Underneath the willow
my Molly kissed me there.
She said she’d kiss me more and more
If my coppers I did share.
– Parydon Cobbles


Sometime in the middle of the night Vanx found them. Darbon nearly put an arrow through his chest as he came in close.
“You smell like my uncle’s smithery after a holiday feast,” Darbon said curiously. “What happened to your hair?”
“Are your eyes as keen as all that?” Vanx asked, trying to avoid repeating the horror of Sir Earlin’s death more than once. While sloshing through the marsh for the last few hours he decided that he would tell them all together on the morrow. At the moment all he wanted was to get his mud-caked britches off and let the cool night breeze blow across his sand-chafed ass. He was as exhausted as he’d ever been.
“I’ve been on watch since we camped,” Darbon boasted proudly. “I was supposed to wake Trevin a while ago but decided to let him sleep. My eyes have adjusted to the moonlight.”
“Wake him up, Darbon,” Vanx said flatly as he unrolled his blanket. “You’ll do us no good if you’re falling down asleep on the hike tomorrow. Besides, you didn’t see me until I was already on you. Think about that as you drift off to sleep.”
Vanx hadn’t meant to be so stern, but the truth was that most beasts could see better at night than he, or a full-blooded Zyth. Darbon probably wouldn’t even be able to warn them if more tree orcs came charging in at them. Vanx started to apologize but decided to let his words sink into the young man’s head. He also felt that he was forgetting something, but couldn’t quite figure out what it was. What he did tell Darbon was, “Help Trevin stoke that fire after you wake him. That blaze alone will ward off more creatures than all of our steel combined.” Vanx remembered those very words coming from one of the lesson masters of his youth, but before he could put a face to the voice, he fell asleep.

“Up up up!” Trevin yelled. “Something’s out there, a lot of somethings!”
“What is it?” Yandi asked as he fumbled out of his bedroll.
“I’m up. I’m trying,” Darbon managed before falling to the ground when his boots caught in his blanket.
“Where?” Zeezle hissed, trying to quiet them. “Point to where you see it.” Trevin did so. Zeezle let out a low whistle of amazement. “Start building up that fire, quickly now,” he ordered. Vanx was still sleeping and the Zythian was sure he could see a lot more than Trevin was seeing. He didn’t want to scare them.
“Why does Vanx have his ass exposed like that?” Yandi asked.
Zeezle ventured a glance at his longtime friend. “It’s a heathen thing,” he jested, but there was no mirth in his voice. Where Trevin saw a few pairs of eyes, he was seeing scores of them.
“I’ve seen four of the creatures moving around out there,” Trevin said. “They’re low to the ground. I thought they were varmints at first, but they’re too big. They haven’t come any closer, but I hear them moving about.”
“There’s a lot more than four of them,” Zeezle said. He could see at least two dozen sets of eyes. “They aren’t braving the fire, and I can’t quite tell what they are.”
“They’re too low to the ground to be wolves, but that’s how they move,” Yandi commented.
“What does a seaman know about wolves?” Trevin asked.
“I was born to a shepherd in lower Harthgar,” Yandi informed them. “I know as much about wolves as I know about the sea.”
“Then why aren’t they attacking?” This came from Darbon in a whisper.
“Because our voices are scaring them, lad,” Yandi said loudly. “Quit whispering or they’ll attack us.”
“Oh, I understand!” Darbon yelled, causing a few of the creatures to blink and dart away. Yandi burst out laughing.
“They do move like wolves,” Zeezle agreed. “Or maybe wild dogs.”
“That would explain why they are so low to the ground,” Trevin agreed. “Probably wild dogs.”
“Give me some of that dried meat,” Zeezle ordered Darbon. The boy gave him a piece and he tossed it out of the fire’s light to a point that was still within the limits of his vision. Sure enough a dog slunk in and snatched up the morsel. “They are dogs,” Zeezle confirmed. “But they aren’t barking or frisking around, or doing what most dogs do.”
“Barking probably attracts the tree orcs,” Trevin said.
“Or the dragons,” added Darbon.
“Why is Vanx’s arse exposed like that?” Yandi asked again.
“Enough about Vanx,” Zeezle snapped. “I’ve heard about what you seamen do after you have been out for too long.”
“Ewww,” Darbon groaned.
“Well I’ve never done such a thing,” Yandi protested. “I just wanna know why he has his ass up in the air.”
“Then why are you still staring at it?” Trevin asked from the other side of the camp.
“I’m not.”
Only Vanx and Darbon could sleep after that. The others were kept awake by nervousness and Yandi’s continuous protests that he hadn’t been staring at Vanx’s arse.
Not long before dawn the curious sets of eyes slowly disappeared, and by sunrise the companions were alone in the small, rocky clearing.

“It’s been burned to blistering.” Zeezle shook his head.
“There’s some salve in one of the packs, Yandi,” said Trevin. “He might let you apply it.”
Vanx heard all of this in a half daze, and though his legs still burned with the exertion he’d put forth sloshing through the miles of knee-deep muck, and though he wanted to do nothing more than sleep the exhaustion away, the idea of Yandi touching his arse brought him fully awake. With all the energy he could muster he rolled over and covered himself with his blanket. He found Zeezle standing over him and the others looking at him curiously.
“You’re supposed to piss on a fire to put it out,” Zeezle deadpanned. “Not take a dump on it.”
This brought a deep laugh from Yandi and a giggle from Darbon. Trevin was ignoring the conversation and was already packing up the gear.
“Yandi’s been watching your bum,” Darbon said. “What happened to it?”
“I always heard that seamen can get a little too lonely.” Vanx glared at Yandi. Apparently the seaman was learning the futility of denial, so he just shook his head and walked away.
Pulling his britches up, Vanx winced and nearly let a tear fall when the rough fabric pressed against his burns. It hurt, but not as bad as he feared it would. As soon as he had his britches laced he said, “Sir Earlin is dead.”
Zeezle nodded and went to help Trevin pack the gear. “I thought I smelled dragon’s breath.”
Darbon and Yandi weren’t nearly as perceptive and they started asking questions at the same time.
“It doesn’t matter!” Trevin screamed over them. “We’ve a job to do, and we’d best be about it.”
Vanx saw the glimmer of the tear that escaped Trevin’s eye. He couldn’t tell if they were tears of anger, or of worry for his love. Either way, Vanx decided that Trevin was only half right.
“Yes, we have a task to complete here,” Vanx said in the silence. “But you’ll hear how Sir Earlin died, because knowing how he did might save one of you lumps on this lunatic quest.” Vanx’s tone lightened a bit as he went on. “Besides that, the man died saving my life and I’ll not cheapen the deed by keeping it to myself.”
A short time later the group was silent and following Zeezle up a slope full of boulders and shrubs. It steepened and grew more treacherous as they went. The scrub turned to patches of grass and lichenous growth, and the rocks turned to jagged outcroppings full of crags and cracks deep enough to keep them wary of each and every step.
A low cloud cover kept the sky dreary and gray, but didn’t obscure completely the occasional winged hunter overhead. The clouds didn’t hide the breathtaking view of the sea either. There were no trees to protect their passage now, but there were plenty of spaces to squeeze into if trouble came swooping down out of the sky.
Late in the morning they were approaching one such place, a scallop of a cavern, maybe twelve feet tall and as many deep. An evening fog had appeared and the humans were complaining that they couldn’t see more than a stone’s throw around them. Vanx could see a good deal farther than that, but Zeezle’s full-blooded Zythian vision could see as good as a human’s on a clear day. Zeezle, however, didn’t see the huge devil-horned goat coming bounding at the procession from out of nowhere. It hit Darbon full on, taking him off of his feet and sending him into a hard tumble over the edge of the outcropping on which they stood.
The ram was porcupined with arrows even before Darbon’s scream ended in its hard, breathy whoosh.
Vanx ran to the edge and looked over. The young man was sprawled and convulsing, struggling to regain the breath that had been knocked out of him. He was only maybe twenty feet down. He’d landed in a tumble of scree collected like a reservoir against a tangle of broken limbs and mud-caked rock.
“Are you broken anywhere?” Vanx asked. He waited patiently for Darbon to get air back into his lungs. When the boy was breathing he calmed enough to check his extremities.
“My side, I think.” Darbon winced as he said it. He tried to get to his feet but the bed of rubble he was on shifted suddenly.
Vanx’s heart sank. Darbon looked to be running in place for a moment as the ground beneath his feet began to spill away like sand. Then the boy fell forward with a yelp, and like a leaf going over a waterfall he flowed out of view.





They brag and kill and waste.
They call the earth their own.
Never here, Oh never will they
call our island home.
– Balladamned (A Zythian song)


“Rope!” Vanx yelled. “Give me an end and lower me.” He looked around frantically to make sure the others had heard him. They had. Zeezle was tearing through the pack strapped on Yandi’s back. Trevin was kicking at a projection of stone, testing its value as a hold fast. In a matter of seconds a length of rope had been thrown around the rock so that Zeezle, Trevin, and Yandi could use it as a pull point to lower Vanx over the edge.
Vanx tied his end around his waist and waited only until the others snugged the slack before going over like some four-legged spider. They gently let him down. The descent was constant and smooth. The mouth of a good-sized cavern opened up before him, revealing the decayed carcasses of some small animals. Vanx hoped that whatever had consumed the creatures wouldn’t return anytime soon. The stiff-looking leathery hides and lack of any insect activity around the remains told him that it had been a good while since anything was killed or eaten there. Then the bottom of the opening was over his head and a moment later his feet found some loose, shifting rubble.
“Darby!” he called out, but not too loudly. He had a feeling that nearby there might be dozens of niches like the one he had just seen. Logically he knew that many of them wouldn’t be empty, so with extreme caution he proceeded.
“Can you hear me?” Vanx called again as he slid feet first in a semi-controlled manner down to the point where he had last seen his friend.
He heard Darbon moan just as he saw the bottom of the young man’s boot. The boot was pointed straight up and wedged into a water-worn crack. It appeared to be the only thing holding the boy from a deadly headfirst fall. Vanx eased himself out to the edge and looked over. Darbon was head down, facing out toward the sea and trying to look back up at him.
“Help me,” he managed to say before his bloody head fell back in a limp dangle.
Using his dagger, Vanx cut a length of rope from the mainline and tied himself off to a dubious-looking cluster of roots. He made a slip noose out of the main rope’s end, and after a few tosses, managed to get it around Darbon’s free leg. He gave the line two short tugs and called out just loud enough for Zeezle’s Zythian ears to hear. “Pull him up, and then drop the rope back down for me. Take it slow. He’s upside down.”
“Pulling,” came Zeezle’s response. It was louder than Vanx would have liked, but there was nothing he could do about it. He had to get his friend’s boot unwedged and couldn’t worry about anything else until it was done. Already the half-conscious young man’s body was moving upward in slow, rhythmic surges.
It turned out that Darbon’s boot was barely holding him up. It came loose in a surprising crumble. The seemingly solid rock fell apart so easily that Vanx grew nervous and began inching his way in as close to the cliff face as he could get. His concern shifted back to his friend when Darbon’s head came up into view. It was a mess. Long, thin strands of thickening blood trailed out of the young man’s hair. A pair of white slits opened on the bloody face and Darbon mouthed two words before shutting his eyes again. Since he was upside down it was hard to determine exactly what Darbon said, but Vanx was certain it was, “Thank you.”
Vanx started to say something to him but realized that Darbon had slipped back into unconsciousness. Up and up he watched his friend go. He had to move himself more than once to get out from under the steady stream of blood that was dripping down. Soon, though, Darbon was up and being dragged over the point where the rocks had initially given way. Vanx could no longer see him.
Vanx realized then that the rope couldn’t be lowered all the way to him. If Zeezle and the others just let it back down it would catch and coil up on the ledge. He decided that if they tied a rock to one end and then threw it well out from the cliff face it might clear all of that and make it down, but it would have to be a good throw and he might have to move horizontally one way or the other to get to it. He was contemplating this and using his keen eyes to spy out possible handholds and footholds when he heard a dragon’s roar. It froze him in place and he had a hard time even getting his eyes to move to study the misty sky beyond the cliff. He didn’t see anything and didn’t dare make a sound. He thought that lying there on the beach, just under the stream of dragon’s breath, had been unnerving enough, but this was worse. He was exposed and helpless. His weapons, save for his dagger, were all in a pile above and he couldn’t flee if he had to. He could barely move a few feet in either direction.
A span of time passed; a moment, the turn of an hourglass? He couldn’t say. He listened for the voices of his companions above, the sound of the rope sliding against the pull point, something, anything, but all he heard was silence.
The next roar came from far too close. It nearly startled him over the same edge from where he’d found Darbon dangling. A dark shape whooshed by out in the mist, blue or black, he guessed, and fairly large. He heard the faint sound of a fracturing rock, and then a storm of pebbles and stones, none bigger than a man’s fist, came raining down over him. He found he was holding his breath and had been for too long. Just before the rushing of his blood filled his ears, he heard flesh being stripped from bone in long, wet tears. It was followed by more smacking and chewing noises. He waited for the next rip of meat and let out his air. Using the sound he was hearing to cover his heavy breathing, he tried to settle himself. He hoped that it wasn’t Darbon up there being eaten. He had no idea if the others had the time to get the boy up to where they were, but he knew they would have most likely heard the beast and fled. They had a task to complete. After telling them of Sir Earlin’s sacrifice, he doubted whether any of them, even Zeezle, who cared very little for human affairs, would abandon the quest. He could only hope they’d gotten the boy up.
He waited where he was, but after a while decided that he was on his own. He would have to find a way to catch up to them by himself.

Trevin and the seaman had just worked Darbon up over the ledge when the dragon first roared. Zeezle helped haul the young man to his feet and then they half-dragged, half-carried him up to the cavern. Once there, they huddled in utter silence, waiting.
They all heard the dragon’s second roar and Zeezle heard the sound of the dragon tearing into its meal afterward. He spared the others the details and had to fight back a tear. “I think it got him,” he whispered hoarsely. “We have to go while it is feeding because it might come after the scent of that devil goat or Darbon’s blood next.” Now the tears did come, and he turned away from the others to hide them.
Trevin’s cheeks were wet as well, but his determination to save Gallarael clearly overrode any sadness he felt for the loss of this half-breed friend. “Help me wrap his head, Yandi,” he whispered. The gash was as long and wide as a finger, but the skull itself didn’t seem to be broken.
The seaman nodded and hurried. They made a headband out of material torn from Trevin’s doublet. Zeezle led them upward again. He cringed at every scuff of boot or tumble of rock that his keen ears could hear. Dragons could hear just as well and there was no lack of noise from their passage. He hoped the fresh devil goat carcass would draw it away from them.
Zeezle was having a hard time figuring why his lifelong friend had so readily exchanged his life for that of the young smith. Darbon was likable, but his whole life would pass like a month of Vanx’s existence. This entire affair confounded his senses. Already a handful of men had died, or been injured. For what? To save a single girl? Why was her life worth so much more than their own? As far as Zeezle was concerned it wasn’t. He had half a mind to just abandon these fools and row the longboat back to Zyth. He could do it. If it came down to trading his life for these fools over the stuff that might or might not even save the girl, he’d just have sore shoulders. For Vanx’s sake, though, he’d stick it out. His friend had died for this, as had Sir Earlin. He owed his friend that much. Still, if his own life came to more risk than he felt he could manage, he would stay alive. Besides, the idea was starting to sink in that if he let Darbon die now, then Vanx’s life would have been wasted. That fact, and Trevin’s sheer determination, was enough to keep him on task for now.
“There is another cavern just up ahead,” he whispered to the others. “We’ll stop there for a bit and clean those wounds better while we rest. We still have a long way to go before we top the ridge. A bite of meat and cheese, and a few sips of that watered wine will go far toward getting us all there…” He started to say, “in one piece,” but thought better of it when the idea of Vanx being torn limb from limb and chugged down a hungry dragon’s gullet stopped him. He was glad that he was leading, for now the tears streaming down his face were flowing freely.

Vanx stayed there against the cliff face as still and quiet as he could. He hoped that when the dragon finished its meal it would go off somewhere, but he wasn’t that lucky. Not long after the sound of its feasting died away he heard the beast growling about and grunting. It finally left its niche, but only for a heartbeat or two. The whole time it was gone, Vanx imagined it seeing him and coming around to snatch him from the rocks.
The dragon came swooping back in and sent another crumble of scree over him. Soon it was feeding on something else. The sounds of tearing flesh and cracking bones, along with the wet smacking, gave Vanx the cover of noise he needed to explore the handholds and footholds he’d spotted earlier. Whatever the dragon was eating now was sizable, for it was still munching a good while later when the ledge on which Vanx huddled broke away with a loud, cracking rumble.
The sensation of falling, and the helpless panic that came with it, overwhelmed him. But that wasn’t the most intense of his feelings. The dragon’s feeding had stopped, and its wings had snapped open. Vanx knew that as soon as he hit the ground it would devour him.





The dragon belched his fire
and the knight he did a dance.
It was for naught, the fire was hot
he didn’t have a chance.
– Dragon’s Song


Coll looked down at the trio of guards sleeping soundly on the wine-colored marble floor. The spell that had rendered them that way was a simple one. They would wake in a few hours and not even remember falling into the potent state of slumber. The fact that they had not been warded against such an attack gave Coll pause. He had to assume that a more formidable spell was protecting the Blood Stone from theft. Even though he was reasonably sure he hadn’t been recognized for what he really was, Coll knew Quazar wasn’t foolish enough to leave such an artifact unprotected. Or was he? The elder wizards of Quazar’s order sometimes grew lazy and overconfident in their protected stations. The old white-beard probably couldn’t imagine anyone or anything with the gall to try to subvert his will. For the most part, Coll had to agree with that. Very few would dare steal something from one of Parydon’s nobles or their wizards. Then again, very few had the mettle to do more than lick boots and follow orders.
The last thought caused Coll to chuckle. He cast a detection spell on the worn but stout-looking iron-banded door. He was glad he did so, for there was the simplest of alarm spells set on its unlocked latch. Coll shook his head, growing more concerned with each passing second. Surely the old wizard hadn’t let one of his apprentices ward the Blood Stone.
He dispelled the magical working on the door latch and opened it. Was the old man losing his edge? No, from what he had heard, just yesterday Quazar had driven back the ogres at the western gate in some wild display of blue lightning and wizard fire. Those were no easy forces to summon. Maybe the old man didn’t think the artifact was in danger of being taken. Maybe this was a trap, but for whom?
No seasoned dabbler in the arts would have touched that ward without checking it first. Maybe…
His thoughts trailed off when he sensed the power radiating from the real protective ward Quazar had placed over the Blood Stone. It emitted a force field of glassine lavender that encompassed the blood-red pebble in a crackling glow about as big around as a fat man’s waist.
The stone itself was sitting like a droplet of blood atop a belt-high marble display pedestal on a white satin pillow. Coll knew better than to reach into the magical orb to grab the prize. If he did, one of several horrible fates would greet him: bone-melting heat, paralysis, a surge of heart-stopping voltage, possibly even being transformed into a pig or a goblin. It all depended on the power and creativity of the caster. Coll decided that Quazar probably wouldn’t go for anything imaginative. He’d be struck dead, or more likely charred to an ashy husk like the ogre they’d come across out in the Wildwood.
The simplicity of the old mage’s warding on the latch and the lack of protection for the guards made sense now. One who didn’t understand the more powerful ways of the arcane might think that it was the stone’s power that was radiating the field around it and try to take it, especially after being able to just walk through the door. When the latch was opened, a trinket Quazar kept on his person was supposed to glow or get warm. Coll had deactivated that warning. Had he not, Quazar could have then spelled the tower’s exits.
Coll laughed at the simplicity of it. It would work on just about anyone who didn’t understand magic or expect the unexpected. Even some of the more professional thieves might have reached for the stone if they had gotten this far, but Coll wouldn’t.
He circled the pedestal slowly, taking it in through a spell of true seeing. It was the pillow, of course, that was enchanted to radiate the protective glow. The stone itself pulsed and shimmered like a glass of cool water before a man in the desert. Coll felt it pulling at him, calling him to reach out for it. These feelings only made him yearn for it all the more, for it had to be darkly enchanted to reach for and attract him in such a manner. It was as if it knew the deadly globe was around it and that he was there and lusting to possess it.
No, Coll decided, he was just hungry for power. The stone was just there pulsing and throbbing and waiting to be used. It was his own lust doing the attracting. He let out a long sigh. Subverting Quazar’s trap would be no easy task, but he was certain that he could do it.
He glanced about and for the first time took in the rest of the room in which he stood. There were two tall, narrow-arched windows, both heavily curtained. Against the dusty paneled oak walls a few other pedestals stood as if forgotten. Atop one of them was an old brass helmet with a plume of bright orange fur running over its crown. On another sat a rat-gnawed, leather-bound book: some general’s memoirs or something. The rest of the display spaces were empty, save for a rack hanging on the wall holding a wooden flint-tipped spear.
“Hah!” Coll caught himself saying rather loudly. Rock, wood, water, and most other naturally occurring substances could penetrate some magical protective fields. A magical barrier formed to protect one from flying arrows and such had to be cast differently from other protective barriers. If Quazar hadn’t gone through the extra motions and offered up the components needed to make the shield impervious to objects such as a spear shaft, he might be able to knock the pillow off the pedestal, or at least separate the stone from the pillow.
With a devious grin, he glanced at the crackling field of energy hovering around the top of the pedestal. The marble dais wasn’t activating the spell and yet the field was passing through it.
Coll laughed then. He hadn’t thrown a spear in years, then only as a glory-dreaming boy, but he figured he could hit the pillow and knock the Blood Stone from it without much trouble. Without another thought he snatched the spear from the wall. The second it was in his hands he knew his mistake.
The world around Coll grew hazy and the air became thick like mud. His lungs labored to pull in one last breath as his every living fiber was quickly turned to stone. From deep inside him a primal surge rose up quickly, but the evil force wasn’t fast enough. The rush of malevolence and brimstone was trapped in the statue Coll had become.

“I cannot let you past,” the dungeon master persisted nervously. Denying the will of one of Parydon’s nobles wasn’t something he had to do often, but Duke Elmont and his crazy old wizard had personally come to give him the order. They had specifically pointed out that Duke Martin wasn’t to be allowed into the dungeons.
“I’ll have your head, man,” Duke Martin snapped. “I only want to see the one-handed whore who came in a few days ago.” He smiled a conspiratorial smile. “She has a few talents you might like to be aware of.”
“I’m sorry, my lord.” The guard wiped a swath of sweat from his forehead with his arm. “Duke Elmont specifically said that you were not allowed down here.”
“And Duke Elmont is what? A duke of this realm?”
“Yes, my lord,” the guard answered with a gulp.
“Am I not also a duke of the realm? You are but a simple gaoler. Did you not swear to follow the orders of your superiors?”
“Yes I did, my lord.”
“Then you will let me pass, for my order holds as much weight as Duke Elmont’s.” He started to shoulder past the dungeon master but was surprised when the man moved to block his way.
“No, my lord.” The gaoler gulped again. “I swore an oath to Duke Elmont, not to you. As long as he fills my pockets I will do as he says.”
“So it is coins you want, then?”
“No, my lord. I want you to go about your business or I will have to report this.”
“You will have to…” Duke Martin’s protest was cut off by the screeching of the steel-hinged door behind him.
“Humbrick, if you go back there I will lock you in and keep you down here until the king arrives.”
Duke Martin knew Duke Elmont’s voice and scrunched his face up in annoyance. “What is going on here, Elly? Am I a common prisoner now?”
“You’ve been a prisoner since you came to Dyntalla, you old fool,” Duke Elmont snapped. “I received a bird from your wife saying, among other things, that you’d gone off to find your daughter, yet you’re here and you haven’t even mentioned her once. Atop that you haven’t bothered to try to comfort her mother by sending a message. Your commander was poisoned and that advisor who follows you around has gone missing. Do you think those facts wouldn’t raise suspicions? By the gods, man, you’re accused of conspiring to murder an entire caravan of innocent people over a single man’s actions. Now I learn that Gallarael was among those travelers. Where is she, Humbrick? Did you find her in the Wildwood? Lady Martin would certainly like to know what has become of her only daughter.”
“It was that slaver!” Humbrick Martin turned, his face flushed bright with rage and indignation. “That fargin slave killed her in the Wildwood. She wouldn’t have even been with the caravan if my horrible wife wasn’t still trying to buy the adulterous bastard’s freedom. As for the bandits who attacked them, I had no part in it. That lovestruck fool Aldine, another of Lady Gallarain’s lovers, did. I think if you round up a few of those hill pirates and put them to question you’ll find that he did.”
Only when Duke Martin realized what Duke Elmont had said about Coll going missing did he try to make his wits force back his anger. A sudden surge of panic was sweeping through him. It was the shock of realization, like an icy wave slamming into fevered flesh. The result confounded him for a beat or two, during which he felt his peer’s pitying gaze cutting through his skull. Finally he managed to speak again.
“What happened to Coll?” he asked. “What have you done with him?”
Duke Elmont shook his head sadly. “You don’t even care about Gallarael, do you? Your own daughter lies half-dead and you don’t even know or care where.”
Only then did it occur to Duke Martin that Gallarael was here. It was a surprise, but what was not surprising to him was that his first inclination was to kill her, too.





In the willow’s shadow
she took my coins away.
But oh what Molly gave me
left a smile upon my face.
– Parydon Cobbles


Vanx remembered impacting the rocks, but after that there was a span of blackness. The next conscious thought was that his back was breaking. He was roughly jerked into the moment by a rising surge of his middle body. It was so hard that it yanked his feet and head downward. He opened his eyes and at first thought that maybe Zeezle had gotten the rope fixed around him. After another, smoother yank, Vanx realized that the sparkling blue scales he saw above him were not from Zeezle’s jacket. These scales were stretched over the body of a living dragon, a dragon that had him clutched tightly in a single claw.
A moment later Vanx was tossed onto a rough, rocky floor where he rolled forward up against the long-decayed carcass of some beast. The dragon was right there between him and the small cavern’s opening, but the creature paid him no attention. On the ground before the huge wyrm was a crunched devil goat and the slight remains of a large dog that might have been brown and black before it had been stripped of its meaty sections and soaked in its own blood.
The dragon moved sluggishly as it tore loose an arm-sized strip of meat from the devil goat. It chewed slowly, letting the noxious fumes of its crackling breath saturate the morsel.
Vanx knew where he was now. His senses were slowly coming back to him. He was in the feeding niche he’d seen earlier when his companions had lowered him down. He was relieved that he didn’t see any human remains, though the bulk of the dragon’s body could be concealing some from his eyes.
Vanx froze in place, hoping the beast would keep to its current meal and leave him alone. At first the dragon seemed to hold him with its narrow, dagger-like pupils, but slowly, like a leaf flittering to the ground from a high branch, its upper lids slid down to meet the upraising lower ones. The dragon caught itself before slumber completely overtook it. It snorted out a crackling yellow spew as it jerked its head back toward the meal it had been eating. Vanx didn’t dare move. Even his breathing was slowed to an imperceptible exchange of good air for bad. The dragon started to take another bite of the devil goat, but didn’t quite make it. Its movements had become lethargic, as if it were trapped in honey, or molasses. Ever so slowly its head drooped to the floor, and this time when its eyes closed they stayed that way. By the time Vanx could force his fingers to move over his throbbing body to check himself for injuries, the beast was snoring in a long, rhythmic rumble.
The sky beyond the dragon’s bulky form, what little of it Vanx could see, hadn’t darkened all that much. However long he had been out of it, it hadn’t been long enough for the sun to disappear from the sky. The idea that he’d been unconscious for more than a whole day caused him to worry, but only until he glanced around again and took in all the carcasses. Seeing them assured him that this was the same day.
He found several tender spots along his hips and ribs, and the section of his spine between the shoulder blades felt as though there was a hot steel pressed against it, but otherwise he was intact. No major gashes, no broken limbs.
Using his keen Zythian vision, he searched the area of the cavern between him and the opening. Not only did he see nothing that might help, but he saw that he couldn’t get past the dragon without it awaking. It was just too big and the opening too small.
Slowly, so as to avoid disturbing the huge monster’s slumber, he rolled over and faced the other way. Old hides and the skeletal remains of something that might have once been a sizable beast were there, blocking his view. As quietly as he could, he scooted past them. To his surprise, the cavern extended back a good distance, growing shorter and narrower as it went. Vanx’s first thought was that if he could wedge himself into the slight crack the rock eventually formed then he might be able to outlast the dragon’s patience. It was a good thought, but an impractical one. The dragon’s sinuous neck could probably reach back there and snatch him up any time it wanted to.
Vanx’s spine was still throbbing in fiery protest as he eased his way back to explore the few dark places his vision couldn’t penetrate. A gust of hot air brushed across his face so suddenly that he thought it was the breath of another dragon for a heartbeat. Feeling it before seeing it sent a chill through his body that only served to aggravate the fiery rage burning between his shoulders. This airflow was a constant stream, not dragon breath. The shaft that was venting the air angled outward and away at a slightly skewed angle to the cliff face behind him. The hard edges and the jagged rocks that should have been sharp here were worn smooth, as if the passage had been well used. The fact that the bottom was relatively flat, and that it was shaped like a rough corridor, gave Vanx hope.
He had to crawl at first, but after a dozen feet the shaft opened a little. It wasn’t very tall, though. Vanx fought the urge to scream out about the aches and pains that assailed him as he stood. Silence won the battle, but barely. He found it next to impossible to travel the tunnel, for a tunnel is what he deemed the passage to be now. His agonizing spine wouldn’t let him stoop over, so he had to lay his head to the side. The position he was moving in reminded him of the child’s game “Duck Hop” that he had played in his youth. He hadn’t liked the squatting motion then, and liked it even less now.
The passage eventually spread into a cavernous area that seemed like a giant monster’s maw with all its pointed teeth intact. A few of the man-sized formations rising and falling had met in the middle to form actual columns. Vanx noted that the bone-white stone from which they were formed gave off a soft green glow. The steady plop of several drips reverberated around the vast area and formed a tattoo that lulled and then surged in turn. Vanx wondered how many similarly fantastical places existed on the island.
He explored the space. There was a continuation of the tunnel that was easy to spot. The path between where he entered the cavern and the opening were worn smooth, where the rest of the floor was pocked and spattered with mineral deposits.
When he saw a fallen stalactite which had obviously been used as a place to rest, he wondered who had traversed this passage enough to wear it smooth, and why. He understood that the kind of wear he could see in the floor and the obvious handholds he’d seen along the way had to have been formed by countless passings, but by whom? None of the Zythian histories spoke of people living on Dragon Isle, and Zythian history went back thousands and thousands of years. Vanx knew that there were underground-dwelling dwarves. He had met a few of them back in Parydon proper, but those dwarves were part of a troop of tumbling mummers. He had played for some of the little buggers in Highlake before all of this mess was started. The underground kingdoms he knew of were in Harthgar and in the far north. Nothing in the histories mentioned any of them settling in this part of the world.
Vanx sat on the well-worn bench formed of the fallen formation. His body ached, and his back was beginning to feel as if it were broken. He needed to rest and gather his wits. Maybe when he was recuperated the dragon would be gone. Then he could find a way down the cliff face and wait for his friends with the sailors at the beach. If not, he could explore this passage. Maybe it led somewhere. At the moment, though, his body was throbbing and aching and all he wanted to do was lie back and rest.
As he slipped away, the idea started to form in his head that his sudden drowsiness was caused by something in the venting air; then he heard a sound that let him know he wasn’t alone in the cavern. He could do nothing about these things, though, because unconsciousness was already overtaking him.





The king saw the wizard and the wizard looked tired
“You might be a king, but you’re not so admired.”
“True,” said the king. “But that is why you’ve come.”
“They’ll love me by your magic, or I’ll feed you to my wyrm.”
– The Weary Wizard


“How much farther?” Trevin asked in a soft, breathless whisper. “The moon is coming up as we speak.” He pointed toward the east where the faint silvery eye of Aur was gaining form a handbreadth above the deep blue horizon.
“We will be atop the ridge before it’s over our heads,” answered Zeezle. “But we have to keep moving. We’re running out of dusk light. Soon Aur’s glow will be enough to make us look like a meal.”
“Will they be all right there?” Trevin asked as he started back up the steep, narrow ledge behind the Zythian. The “they” he was referring to was Yandi and Darbon. The seaman had volunteered to stay behind and watch over the injured boy.
Darbon had tried to keep up at first. It was a noble effort, but the blow to his head affected his balance to the point where he was a danger to himself and the others. Yandi had been happy to stay with him in the small crevice they chose. Zeezle and Trevin piled up brush and scree in front of the hiding hole before leaving.
Trevin hoped that Zeezle didn’t go the way of Sir Earlin and Vanx. Without the Zythian, he might not ever find Darbon or the skittish seaman ever again.
He reminded himself that Darbon and Yandi could wait until daylight and easily kick away the pile that concealed them. They could make their own way back down to the rowboat. Still, the idea of them being buried, as if they were dead, was unsettling.
Trevin tried to push away the growing sensations of doubt that were taking root in his guts. The thought of not succeeding here, of losing Gallarael because he failed to attain the dragon’s blood, was unbearable. Already it had cost his friend and the prince’s man their lives. He suspected that, even if he succeeded, he might not ever recover from the guilt. This endeavor was exacting a price from his soul that he might not be able to repay. He couldn’t give up hope, though. To do so, as Vanx had put it in telling the story of Sir Earlin’s gruesome death, would cheapen the sacrifice of those who had chosen to come on this quest. The hope for success and the desire to justify the deaths of the others began to take over. Then all thoughts were wiped away as a damp, musty stench hit him full in the face.
By the time Trevin realized what was going on around him, Zeezle was urging him into a crouch. They were at the top of a ridge now. The moon wasn’t quite above them yet, but it was a bright, silvery disk that eclipsed most of the stars in the darkened sky. The sounds of insects and night creatures filled the air, and the occasional low, throaty bellow of some larger animal cut through the cacophony every now and again.
Below them opened a valley. It was long and narrow, but like no valley Trevin had ever seen before. It was rotten, dark, and corrupt, right out of some spooky bard’s tale. To the right, and near the valley’s end, the huge black maw of a cavern could be seen. Four-hundred paces out from the opening there was nothing but what looked to be dark, thorny bushes growing in the blackened soil. The few thin and twisted trees that reached up looked like grasping skeletal hands. Further out, in a vast field of haystack-sized piles of dung, clumps of trees, all stunted and mangled, formed into a foreboding forest that made the Wildwood’s tangle of growth seem like a flower garden.
At the edge of this infected tree line a dragon squatted with its long, snaking tail curled up over its body like a scorpion. The beast was huge, easily the size of Prince Russet’s ship. Its head was held up high, as if it were howling at Aur. With a grunting growl it squeezed out a giant pile of foul muck from it arse.
“Is that Pyra?” Trevin asked in an almost inaudible whisper.
“Pyra is red, and she could bite that dragon in half,” Zeezle returned. “Now be still and quiet or we will end up in the next shit pile.”
Trevin strained his eyes to try to determine the color of the dragon’s scales. They were green, he decided, or maybe a deep shade of blue. It was hard to say because Aur’s light had bathed the valley in a monochrome-tinted hue that made depth and color hard for his meager human eyes to determine.
Trevin tried to imagine a dragon big enough to bite that one in half and only managed to unnerve himself further. The stench of the place had roiled his stomach and he could taste a foul presence inside his mouth. It was disgusting.
The dragon finally finished defecating, and then after scratching at the earth like a haughty cat, it made two leaping strides that carried it into the air. Its wingspan was so vast and its huge, bulky body so wide that at one point it completely eclipsed the light of the moon. After it was gone, Trevin found that he had been holding his breath for way too long.
“Come,” Zeezle whispered and took Trevin by the sleeve, pulling him out of his awe-inspired trance. “We have a steep descent ahead of…” The Zythian froze as a deep, hissing roar came from the cavern mouth below them.
Trevin caught the subtle change in the blackness of the opening, a slight orange flicker, as if a procession of torches was marching somewhere deep in its belly.
“Move,” Zeezle hissed and yanked Trevin in the direction he was already scrabbling.
Trevin followed, moving swiftly on all fours just as the Zythian was. Zeezle led them to a ledge where they could lie flat and peer out over the valley below through the cracks and washouts cut into the rocky surface.
“It’s her,” Zeezle whispered excitedly. “Be very quiet, she can…” His words were cut off again, this time by another, closer hiss. The orange glow that accompanied the bone-chilling sound was bright enough to throw the shadow of the lip back over them for a heartbeat or two. Trevin had to fight his instinct to get up and flee to the far side of the ridge.
“She can hear a mouse’s heartbeat and smell a fish’s fart,” Zeezle said with a wide-eyed, almost manic-looking grin on his face. “We all fear dragons and giants and trolls. Those beasts, however, fear Pyra.” He glanced down at the valley and put a finger to his lips. “The bitch is coming out, so be perfectly still. Hopefully she will pay us no heed.”
The only problem Trevin found with being perfectly still was the fact that he was trembling all over. He could smell the fear on himself, which was amazing considering the foul aroma of the valley below. He just knew Pyra would smell it, too. He hoped the stench of this place would mask his presence, but if she could hear a mouse’s heartbeat then his heart would sound like a pounding drum to her.
Another gout of flame erupted from the cavern mouth, accompanied by an earth-shaking roar. He saw her then, just her head, but it was enough to make him glad he relieved himself earlier, for if he hadn’t he would have soiled his britches.
The dragon’s cavernous nostrils, at the end of her snout, were the size of gate portals; gray smoke, tinted orange by the light of her flames, trailed up from them like orange-gold ribbons. Huge eyes, glowing like backlit amber moons, blinked into view. The sharp, vertical slits splitting them were as long as a man’s height. Pyra’s horns curved back from gnarled, plated brows like windblown ivory palm trees.
Zeezle hadn’t exaggerated in the least. She could have snapped the other dragon in half with ease.
It was a terrifying, awesome sight, watching her slither out of her hole. Her bulky body seemed too large for the opening, but with her foreclaws she pulled and shimmied her way out anyway. Stone broke away and vegetation was uprooted or crushed as she came. With most of her tail still snaking down the cavern, she stretched her big head up into the sky and spread her wings. She let loose a blast of flames as tall as a castle tower along with a painfully ear-piercing roar.
She was announcing her presence to any and every living thing within a dozen miles of the island, Trevin decided. A few seconds later he slipped into blackness because, again, he had forgotten to breathe.

“Shhh.” Zeezle covered Trevin’s mouth and pressed down roughly. In a voice so quiet that Trevin wasn’t sure he really heard it, the Zythian said, “She is still down there.”
Trevin blinked the cobwebs from his brain and peered down through a crack at the valley below. She was there sniffing and romping around at the far end of the valley, crushing whole trees for no apparent reason as if they were merely blades of grass. It was then that Trevin realized the field of low, thorny growth close to the cavern opening and around the many dung piles wasn’t plant growth at all, at least not live growth. It was the trunks and branches of those twisted skeleton trees after being crushed beneath Pyra’s huge claws. At the moment she was smashing down the small glade near where the other wyrm’s recently laid pile sat.
Trevin felt his mind clear, and he noted that Aur was directly overhead. He had passed out for a good while. He took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. The putrid smell from below coated his lungs with oily film and he started to retch. He tried his best to keep from it, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. His guts clenched and he curled into a fetal ball making a loud, repetitive heaving sound that cut over the crunching of limbs like a struck bell.
He saw Zeezle grimace and then stiffen, and knew that Pyra had heard him too, but still he couldn’t stop heaving.
In one bounding motion the dragon was on their side of the valley. With another, her huge body was clinging to the rocky valley slope a dozen yards below them like some massive garden lizard on a trellis. Trevin looked up from his fetal ball to see the moon disappear, only to be replaced by two glowing eyes. He smelled hot steel and brimstone and felt as if he were lying far too close to a raging hearth fire.
Zeezle was frozen in shock, his wild Zythian eyes glowing only a few shades lighter than the dragon’s. He was mouthing something, probably a prayer, and when Trevin saw the Zythian’s silvery hair begin fluttering out toward Pyra’s nostrils he realized she was drawing in a breath. He couldn’t make himself stop convulsing, even though he knew they were about to be roasted. The fear was totally debilitating.





Old Master Wiggins
was dancing at the fair.
He did a flip, but then he slipped,
upon his homemade hair.
– a Parydon street ditty


Vanx woke to two male voices speaking but couldn’t quite understand what they were saying. After listening to a few exchanges, he figured out that the language being spoken was a mixture of old Zythian and some other that was foreign to his ears. He was sore, aching in places he didn’t even know he had. He wanted more than anything to stretch himself out and work his joints, but he knew better. He didn’t move, but lay perfectly still, trying to piece together what they were talking about.
“Ootlin, un secran shant’ve slumbered un mannish,” one voice, a deep authoritative growl, spoke.
“Inna sterin mannish,” the younger-sounding voice responded.
“Mannish behim,” the first voice barked.
“Inna pears wellin.”
Vanx decided there were only two of them. If there were more, they had to have been standing perfectly still for a good while. He hadn’t heard the telltale boot scuff or so much as a sigh or sniffle, only the two male voices conversing about what he believed to be his heritage.
A sudden whimpering wiggle against his body caused him to jerk in reflex. Something was nestled up close to him.
“Livin, livin behim,” the younger voice called out in startled warning.
“Inna, Ootlin, don timbed goaf,” the other voice barked an uneasy laugh. “Certain livin be him, uncertain mannish be him.”
There was no more need for subterfuge, Vanx decided, as he took in the soft warmth that was snuggled beside him. It was a pup, barely weaned, all black and white and scared, with liquid eyes that looked up at him. Vanx couldn’t pay much attention to it at the moment, though, as the others were now standing right there discussing his mannishness as if he were a chunk of ham hanging in the meat market.
“Who are…?” Vanx rolled over and asked in his best old Zythian. His words caught in his throat when he saw what he was speaking to.
They were short folk with the wide, stocky build of the dwarven races; only these stout little men had green, glowing eyes and pointed ears like the legendary Welves of old. What was more surprising was their milky skin and snow-white hair and beards. A long streak of gravy, or maybe old blood, stained the whiskers of the older one. The younger of them stepped back and raised the gnarled root staff he was holding into a defensive position.
The other one smiled, or maybe snarled. Vanx wasn’t sure because, when his beard parted, all he saw were blue lips and a row of sharp animal teeth. In his hand, the older man-like creature held a shiny staff that was topped with an ornamental box. Vanx saw tiny curls of smoke rolling up through the seams of what was probably a closed shutter. The expression on the old creature’s face relaxed and he chuckled. Then he cautiously extended a hand down to help Vanx to his feet.
Standing, Vanx felt a little better about the strange situation. Neither of the two stood taller than his belt, nor did they seem interested in subduing him, which was a relief. He doubted he could fight his way out of a bathtub at the moment. Remembering the pup, Vanx bent down and pulled it to his chest, and let his right arm fall to his side where it nonchalantly brushed past his dagger sheath. The blade was still there, and its presence reassured him further.
If he was their prisoner, they would have at least disarmed him. A flicker of hope stirred in him as the pup reached up and licked his chin. Maybe these two could help him find a way to Pyra’s valley, or at least direct him back to the light of day.
“Whan mannish speakun tha tunga o’ Zwarvy?” the older of the two asked.
“Un mannish,” the younger one responded nervously. “Draconish behim.”
Vanx’s gaze slid to the younger of the two for an instant. Did this thing actually think he had dragon blood in his veins? He dismissed the notion and looked to the older man. “Half mannish, half Zythian.”
“Ah.” The pale little creature scratched a clump of stuff in his beard. A few flakes of it fell away.
“Un fro islana gilden eyes,” the older thing said to his nervous companion.
The little guy, a Zwarvy, his friend had called them, lowered his guard and squinted his tiny, glowing orbs at Vanx. “Inna eyes steren’t gilden.”
“I am only half Zythian," Vanx repeated. "My father was a human."
“Inna,” the older one nodded. He pointed to his suspicious companion and said, “Ootlin.” He then pounded a fist on his chest and said, “Olden Pak.”
“Olden,” Vanx knew, meant elder. This only confirmed what Vanx had surmised from the valuable and most likely enchanted staff Olden Pak was carrying.
The sound of scuffling feet and grunted effort came to Vanx’s ears from behind him. He turned and saw three more of the short albino Zwarvy dragging what was left of the devil goat carcass behind them. As it came into the glowing light of the cavern’s stalagma, Vanx realized that he didn’t smell musty almonds anymore, and the air that had been warm and venting outward earlier now seemed still and cool.
He glanced at Olden Pak’s staff and remembered what the elder had said earlier: “The secrun, shant’ve slumbered the mannish.”
Vanx nodded with respect to the cleverness of these creatures as it became clear to him. These little folk had used heat to vent the air out of the chambers below, and with the aid of some incensed herbs, and possibly a little magic, had put the dragon in the cavern outside to sleep. Then they stole its meal, or what was left of it. Apparently his Zythian blood caused the sleeping secrun to affect him. He understood now why they had accused him of having the blood of dragons in his veins. The notion triggered a memory from his music lessons.
One song, a legendary ballad of old called “Forbidden”, said that a dragon had fallen in love and turned itself into a man with its magic. It mated with a Welven princess, thus creating the Zythian race; but that was just an ancient tale, a minstrel’s saga meant to entertain. At least Vanx thought it was. Maybe there was a bit of truth in this story.
The puppy reached up and licked Vanx’s stubbly chin again. This time Vanx nuzzled it and began scratching it behind the ears. “Can you help me get to the great fire-breather’s valley?” he asked Pak, who was explaining his presence to the others.
The old Zwarvy barked out some orders to the wide-eyed ones dragging the devil goat carcass and then looked at Vanx with stern, curious eyes. By the time Vanx realized he was being magicked it was too late to do anything about it. He was glad it had only been an unmasking, a spell cast to reveal his intentions and the motives behind them. It could have just as easily been a debilitating spell the strange elder cast on him.
Using broad hand gestures and stunted speech, Pak told him that Pyra would defecate, then feed this night, and defecate again early the next. The old man had literally read Vanx’s mind and understood now why he was here. He seemed to respect the reasoning and determination that brought Vanx here, but he crudely conveyed that he thought the rest of Vanx’s group would be killed during this night of the full moon.
He explained that the dragons would battle each other with tooth and claw, and even magic. The strongest of them would mate as the stars circled the moon. Ootlin moved over to the others to apparently oversee the skinning of the remaining goat meat. He returned with a small bit of gristle in a hand that looked black with blood in the strange greenish light. Vanx shied back at first when the Zwarvy reached his bloody hand toward his face, but the pup got a scent of the morsel and began squirming to reach out for it. Ootlin smiled, showing his own row of pointed teeth as the pup took the meat and began working at it.
“Un efin doogle theren,” he said and then wiped his hand clean on the hem of his smock.
“He,” Vanx wasn’t sure if the pup was a he yet. He thought that it was. “He was beside me when I woke.”
“Choosen un didem,” Pak said, unable to contain a ghoulish smile at the dog.
Vanx hadn’t thought about keeping the pup, at least not until Pak put the notion in his mind. He couldn’t just leave it to fend for itself, could he? It chose him. He considered the idea as he followed Ootlin and Olden Pak down the low tunnel that led away from the entrance. The way was mostly dark, but occasional chunks of the glowing stalagma had been placed every so often. They passed a few areas where the tunnel branched away. One of those shafts dove sharply downward and a palpable humidity seemed to be hovering around its opening. The shaft they were in also went downward, but not at such a stark angle. The descent was slight, almost imperceptible, but Vanx could feel it plainly. It was like some internal pull, just as when he went below the level of the sea in Dyntalla.
Vanx was certain he could find his way back up if he had to, but he sensed it wouldn’t be necessary. He wasn’t nervous about following the strange folk through the depths of the island. He was curious, extremely curious, and a bit worried for his friends’ wellbeing, too. He knew that there wasn’t much he could do for them, and he could almost feel the full moon rising over them. Zeezle wouldn’t lead Trevin and the others into certain danger, though. They were all probably holed up in a cave somewhere eating lizard steaks or boiled nest eggs.
His stomach growled at the thought of food. All of the supplies, save for his dagger and the flask of stout he had snugged in his boot, had been left at the top of the ledge. He was at the mercy of the Zwarvy as far as sustenance was concerned. The eerie creatures began to worry him as he followed along, absently petting the puppy in his arms. His worries evaporated, though, when they emerged into a massive cavern right out of a folk fable. He’d been led to an underground city that was easily the size of Dyntalla, and the fantastical sights and sounds that assailed his senses took his breath away.





She poisoned all the fair-folk.
Doomed them to their end.
That heartless witch, a frigid bitch.
Whats worse? She’ll come again!
They say she’ll come again!
– Frosted Soul


The intake of Pyra’s breath became a sucking pull against Trevin’s entire being. Dirt and other particles whisked past his face toward her cavernous nostrils and his clothes pulled away from his body as if he were in a gale. He hadn’t opened his eyes. He didn’t dare. He was afraid he would die of fright. Over the whooshing of her breath, he heard Zeezle’s voice. The Zythian was speaking gibberish in a feeble yet rhythmic chant. Pyra’s drawing of breath stopped then and Trevin’s whole body clenched while he waited to be roasted alive.
The heat came now, and a terrible roar with it, but a few seconds into the terrifying sensation Trevin realized he wasn’t being charred to a crisp. He chanced to open a lid and found Zeezle’s red-faced form crouched over him with his hands stretched out toward the dragon. Both of them were being bathed in orange fire, only it wasn’t hitting them directly. It was being diverted around them by some invisible shield that Zeezle seemed to be holding in place.
Suddenly, Trevin felt pain, deep and severe in his left foot. He drew his leg further toward him and found that the tip of his boot, and parts of his toes, were little more than ash and smoke. He screamed out at the intense anguish, but otherwise held still.
Another sound, a roar similar to Pyra’s, but which seemed as if it were coming from under water, cut through the din. Then Pyra’s fiery spew disappeared. The roar became louder, and with it came a crackling, sizzling sound and a harsh flaring light that illuminated the entire valley as if it were midday.
Pyra’s head craned away from them at an impossible speed as a swath of white-hot dragon’s breath raked across her side.
The rocks around them were still glowing red-hot. Zeezle pulled Trevin up to his knees. The Zythian was trying not to topple over and was trembling and sweating profusely. Trevin grabbed him around the waist and held him steady. Then he looked back to see what was happening.
A blue dragon, possibly the one that had been laying its pile earlier, for it was about that size, was blasting at Pyra with its crackling white-hot breath. It looked like a steady stream of lightning blasting from the beast’s deadly maw as it hovered over them on its huge, leathery wings. Pyra was nimble, though. She rotated her whole body on the rock face like some massive clock hand and got her bulk, for the most part, clear of the blast. Her tail lashed out like a gargantuan whip and cracked the smaller dragon, sending it into an awkward aerial tumble. But then she was gone, leaping from the wall of rock with such strength that it was a full three heartbeats later that her wings whooped full of air high over the corrupt valley.
The big blue dragon chased after her, looking like a mad sparrow after a giant hawk. Trevin watched, fighting the agony in his foot as the two silhouettes sped up into the silvery moonlight like flying jewels. The stars were starting to twinkle at the fringes of the huge moon, but the dragons were there in the middle of it, locked in a savage battle.
Pyra twisted and turned in flight. She lashed out a raking claw and the blue shrieked in pain. Simultaneously, a streaking blast of flaming orange fire lit up the sky. The blue’s lightning hit Pyra along her rump, but Pyra’s blast engulfed the whole of the blue’s head. It tried to dart away, but the bigger dragon’s tail wrapped around its middle. Pyra pulled the flailing beast close and they began tumbling down toward the earth. She scrabbled and thrashed and crunched at the other wyrm with all her might. A moment later the falling tangle parted into two separate forms. One threw out its massive wings and caught air. It was Pyra, Trevin knew, for when Aur’s light reflected across her scales she looked as if she were scaled in a million rubies.
The blue dragon tried to recover, but it wasn’t to be. One of its wings was folded back and the other only served to send it into a violent spin. The beast impacted the island somewhere beyond the far ridge line. They couldn’t see it, but they heard it. The bone- crunching thud and the sound of hundreds of trees smashing flat all at once shook the earth. There was utter silence for a very long time then, but the quiet was broken when Pyra swooped below the far ridge, presumably to feast on her kill. Her triumphant roar soon filled the night, letting all who could hear know that she had been the victor of this battle.
The rocks around them had cooled, but Trevin’s foot was still enraged with pain. Zeezle fell to his knees and began helping Trevin out of his ruined boot. The sound of some huge creature coming over the opposite ridge, probably fleeing the commotion of the dragon’s impact, came to them. In the distance more dragons began roaring and fighting. Other wild and savage noises erupted as well. It was as if all the island’s predators had suddenly decided to wage war on one another.

“The stars are dancing,” Zeezle said in explanation. He had to fight not to stare up at the moon above for he would lose himself in the rare stellar event that was now taking place. He tore a length of cloth from his sleeve and tied it tightly around Trevin’s ruined foot. Trevin looked up, but the awe-inspiring beauty of the dancing stars clearly didn’t relieve his pain.
“We need to find a place to shelter,” Zeezle said. He chanced a look up. Above them the huge, pocked face of the moon shone golden, while at the edges of her circumference evenly spaced clusters of stars twinkled as if they were dancing.
“Let’s get closer to the valley floor so that we might have a better chance of pricking the bitch when she returns,” said Trevin.
“I was thinking more like the other side of this ridge,” Zeezle said with a look of frustration showing on his face. His eyes were blood red with burst veins, his hair a tangled, sweaty mess. He looked on the verge of collapse and appeared to have no interest in continuing with this quest.
“Vanx wouldn’t give up,” Trevin grunted, hoping to sway the Zythian from abandoning the task.
“’Tis true, brave Trevin,” Zeezle said flatly. “But that is why Vanx is dead and I am not.” He shook his damp hair again and pushed it back over his head. “If I walk away and live out my years, I’ll see four or five hundred more of them.” His tired gaze locked on the determined human’s. He sighed. “But I have to admit, I’d regret every single one of those years if I didn’t see this through.”
He stood shakily. “Come on, we’ve a treacherous descent to make and you’ve only one foot to make it with. On top of that, I’m as spell-weary as an old crone. Either way, this is our night. I doubt we can survive another.”

“Thank you,” Trevin said through clenched teeth as he gained his feet. He wondered if he could forgive himself if Zeezle died, now that he had talked him into continuing. Thoughts of Gallarael’s innocent smile, her long, golden hair and confident manner tried to balance the scales of his inner conflict. He was caught in some nightmarish tale where only the lives of his faithful companions could be traded to save the girl he loved. He decided it was some cruel jest of the gods. He was too far into it to turn back, though, even if he could find the will to walk away. He found he almost hoped he would die out here trying to save her; that way he wouldn’t have to live with the guilt of Vanx and Sir Earlin’s deaths.
He glanced over at the falling moon and caught a glimpse of flying shadow as it voided the stars beyond it. He started to warn Zeezle of what he’d seen, but stumped his roasted foot on a rock and fell into the Zythian. Both of them toppled forward into a heap. It was a lucky thing. Another dark-winged shape had been swooping at them from behind. At the same time Trevin yelled out in pain, the young green dragon who had been stalking them from above let out a roar of frustration. It barely missed grasping Trevin’s shoulders.
“If it lets loose its breath, hold yours,” Zeezle said hurriedly. His warning turned out to be unnecessary, though, for another dragon, a black one, shot out of the sky at the young green and blasted it with slime. The green glided straight into the rocks a few hundred paces ahead of them and crashed there in a tumble of corroding flesh and scales.
Zeezle, with Trevin’s help, got to his feet and started sharply down the slope.
The black dragon was coming back around to finish off its kill and feed.
“Sorry,” the Zythian said over his shoulder as the two of them went sliding down the steep grade.
Trevin found out immediately what the apology was for. His foot, his tender wound, seemed to find every root and hard surface there was on the frantic descent. Zeezle, however, even in his haggard state, used his keen vision to skirt and hop over the rough places. Trevin wasn’t so blessed, and by the time they tumbled to a stop on a wide shelf, he was teary-eyed and fighting to maintain consciousness.
The stench was stronger here, impossibly thick and foul. They were just above the treetops, a stone’s throw out from the twisted growth. A few trees grew out at odd angles around the area where the slope of the valley was too steep for them to take root normally.
Trevin seethed through clenched teeth, fighting with all he had to keep from crying out. He wasn’t trying to be quiet now. Their sliding avalanche had made a riotous amount of noise. It was the fact that, if he let go, the dam holding his tears, and the reservoir of guilty confusion he had been holding back, would burst and all of it would come flooding out.
Slowly, he got his breathing under control as he watched Zeezle crawl to the edge of the shelf on hands and knees to peer over.
The Zythian came back and helped Trevin hobble out to one side of the flat formation. There they eased down the grade a little more. Trevin saw where they were going. The bottom of the shelf formed a cantilevered extension over a shallow hole. The area under the slab offered protection from the eyes of all the beasts now battling overhead.
Zeezle laid Trevin back on the ground and elevated his wounded foot on a head-sized piece of stone.
“Do your best to keep a watch, Trev,” Zeezle rasped. “Once I’ve had some rest I can spell your foot to take away some of the pain. My rest, though, will be undisturbable.” He fell more than sat down next to the human. “Right now, all I have the strength for is this.”
Trevin was in so much pain that he doubted whether he could fall asleep even if he wanted to. Zeezle, however, was already snoring softly.





They hunt gray bears and ogres
and they kill them with bare hands.
You’d be better to poke a dragon’s eye
than cross a Highlake man.
A Highlake Mountain Man.
– Mountain Man


Quazar stood atop the Dyntalla wall at the western gate looking down at the mass of green-fleshed ogres still attempting to break down the barrier. He had been working his magic to repel them all day. As full night blanketed the dusky pink sunset that hovered over the mountains to the far west, he sighed with frustration. It didn’t make any sense. He was exhausted, and all his attempts to frighten the ogres away with thunder, lightning and even more violent exploding balls of wizard fire had failed.
Dozens of the beasts lay pulverized about the area, but the hundreds of living ones seemed not even to notice the bodies they were trampling beneath him.
A chorus of anguished howls came up from below. A kettle of burning oil had just been poured over the group that had gotten too close to the wall. An arrow sped down at them, flames streaming from its pitch-caked tip. The oil ignited with a great whoomp and, for a short span of time, the flaming and screaming bodies lit up that immediate area, revealing the arrows that were shooting down from the archers along the wall top.
Already another kettle was being readied to dump. Quazar couldn’t understand it. The ogres were enraged. They seemed ignorant of the fact that they were dying in droves at the base of the great stone barrier.
King Oakarm had arrived the previous night to oversee Duke Martin’s trial, but had been forced to stay aboard his ship for fear of getting caught up in this new attack by the green-skinned hulks.
Duke Elmont sent Quazar back to the wall to repel them, as he had before, in the hope that the king might land without worry. But the ogres were not going away.
There was no flourishing use of power when Quazar departed the wall this time. No fancy shining robes, no displays of flowing to the earth like some great, wingless bird. There was only a ragged-looking, spell-weary old man who clutched at his scepter of office as if it were a simple walking stick. As he hobbled down the torchlit switchback stairs to the carriage waiting for him, a young soldier had to help him stay upright.
Quazar had a lot on his mind, far more than the persistent beasts trying to get into the city. Matty was determined to kill Duke Martin in his dungeon cell, or at least geld the man. And worse, Gallarael was teetering on the verge of succumbing to the corruption inside her body. The spells Quazar cast were barely keeping the poison from running its course through her. The old wizard feared each morning that he would look in on a puddled corpse instead of a feeble young girl clinging to semi-conscious life.
The ogres seemed to be organizing somewhat now. Already they were coming at the gate in small groups and pounding at it before retreating quickly to avoid the kettles of oil. They hadn’t quite gotten the timing of the retreats down yet, but they would. Eventually they would figure out that the rafter log of one of the houses they had gutted would do more damage to the barrier than clubs and fists. It was just a matter of time. Quazar knew that something had to be done quickly, but other than a full cavalry assault, he had no idea what to do. Magic wasn’t working, at least not the fear of it, as it should have been.
Duke Elmont had a contingent of five hundred mounted men and as many foot soldiers that he could send into battle, but against the three hundred or more huge, savage beasts, it wouldn’t be a fair fight. And more ogres were arriving every day.
Quazar began working out how and what he would tell his liege lord. He didn’t look forward to the conversation, but he hoped to have some semblance of an idea of how to solve the problem by the time his carriage reached the inner gates. His intentions never manifested into action, though. Long before they rolled into Dyntalla proper he fell into a deep slumber. It was all the driver could do to wake him when the carriage bounced to a halt under the stronghold’s ornate entry.

In his dirty, foul-smelling, yet spacious dungeon cell, Duke Martin slept fitfully. His slumber was haunted by dreams of Coll, only it wasn’t the Coll he had come to know. It was something far more potent and unpleasant. A dark, shadowy form with a deep, resonant voice spoke to him from a great distance. All the while Coll’s black eyes bored into him. At the fringes of the emptiness, where the conversation was taking place, there was the flickering of open flames, or maybe just the suggestion of them. No matter which way he looked, he could see no fire, but the smell of brimstone was strong.
“You must get yourself free, my lord,” the heavy voice said. “Find my statue and topple it. It is the only way I can help you now.”
“Where are you?” The duke’s dream-born manifestation of himself asked the darkness around him. “Coll? Coll, is it you?”
“I am Coll to you. I am other names to other people, but to you I am Coll.” The deep voice was low and throaty, yet as clear as if it were whispering directly into the duke’s ear. “The old white-haired wizard tricked me,” Coll growled. “I was turned to stone. The statue must be toppled to break the spell.”
“I am locked in the dungeon,” Duke Martin insisted in a pleading fashion. “There’s naught I can do for you now.”
“Then there is naught I can do for you. You’ll soon be dangling from the hangman’s rope, or if you’re lucky, you’ll feel the headsman’s axe bite into your neck.” Coll gave a hoarse, growling chuckle. “Gallarael’s here and alive, you know. Once she and her companions tell their tale to the king you’ll be branded a murderer and a traitor to the Crown.” Coll laughed again. “Without me to protect you, your life is worthless. Find a way to topple my statue or face your fate alone. There are other possibilities for me, and I see now that my time would be better spent pursuing them.”
“No, wait,” Duke Martin pleaded. “How can I get out of here? How can…”
“Shhh!” Cole hissed. “Someone comes. I can only save you if you topple my statue and break the spell.”
“But, but please tell me what to…”

“Tell you what?” Matty cackled at the iron door to the duke’s cell. “You were begging,” Matty smirked. She had to stretch up on tiptoes to press her eye to the peephole. She couldn’t see much, for her head eclipsed most of the torchlight coming from the corridor in which she was standing. She stepped back and pulled a pin free. A small plate fell outward and clanged against the door when it hit. The sound brought Duke Martin fully out of his slumber and to the feeding slot on hands and knees. One eye and his nose came into the opening expectantly. The man seemed disappointed that it was Matty standing there looking down at him.
“What do you want, slave?” he snapped.
“My lord, I want you to hang your little cock out here so that I can take it in my mouth,” Matty purred. “I do miss the taste of it so.”
The duke looked as though he was about to oblige her, but caught himself. He had raped and used Matty a dozen times before putting the slave chains on her and giving her to Amden Gore to sell. She knew there was no way he was stupid enough to think she really wanted him.
“What is it you want?” he asked harshly, but then, remembering Coll’s request from his dream, he asked in a more agreeable voice, “Do you want to make a bargain?” Before she could reply, he added tauntingly. “I can get you your weight in gold. You’ll never want for anything again.”
Matty felt herself being tempted, but not even a castle full of gold and jewels could sway her from the pain that she planned to exact from Humbrick Martin. The hope that she might get both, though, threatened to divert her from the path she was on.
“What do I have to do to get all this gold, my lord?” she purred seductively. She reached her hand into the slot and let it find the duke’s crotch. “I knew you liked my mouth, but I didn’t know you liked it that much.”
“No, I mean, yes,” he stammered. “I delight in the pleasures you so expertly provide.” He tried to stay focused as his member stiffened in her hand. “But the gold could only be paid if you open this door and help me get free of the dungeon.”
“That’s easy, my lord,” she whispered. “I’ve already worked my charms on the dungeon master to get in to see you. Getting the key will be nothing. Is that all you want me to do for you?” She pulled harder on his engorged member, forcing him to want to rise so that he could push it out the slot for her mouth.
“Yes… uh… no, no.” He let her guide his manhood fully out of the slot. “Satisfy me, and then go fetch the key and I will make you wealthy ‘til the end of your days.”
“Aye, my lord.” Matty breathed heavily on his cock, even kissed it, just before she yanked it to the edge of the slot and slammed the steel plate closed on it with all the strength she could muster.

Coll’s earthly form was trapped in the stone Quazar had spelled it into, but his true form was far from human, or even earthly in origin. In truth he was a lesser demon from the darker reaches of the Nethers. His true name was Raxxteriak. Raxxteriak’s true form couldn’t manifest itself on the earthly plane, but his essence could float about like some invisible cloud and reach into the minds of those whose nature was tainted with a streak dark enough to hold him. Coll had been one such human. The relationship with Coll, though, had taken years to cultivate. The control Raxxteriak had over his mind and body couldn’t be garnered over a day or two. It took years to possess a soul the way he had possessed Coll.
Raxxteriak was finding that there weren’t many evil people in Dyntalla. There were mean people, angry people, and calculating people, but he couldn’t find any soul that could be considered downright evil. There was that fool, Duke Martin, but he was locked away in the dungeon and of no use at the moment. Raxxteriak had been alive for thousands of years, though, and wasn’t about to let this little inconvenience stop him.
Just outside the city gate there were other sorts of minds, savage and primitive minds that were easily tempted in one direction or another. He couldn’t possess an ogre, but he could force an idea into its mind. All he needed was for Coll’s still form to be toppled and Quazar’s spell to be broken. What better thing to topple him than a horde of hungry ogres storming the stronghold? All they really needed was to learn how to break through a gate.
The next morning, after dreaming of battle lust and glory, and of a particular statue and a red stone, the ogres came at the western gate with a whole tree. They carried the trunk, roots, branches and all, and began bashing it into the humans’ barrier in earnest.





There is a place so cold and gloomy,
so dark that nothing sleeps.
A frozen sea of mourning,
eternal Saint Elm’s Deep.
– Saint Elm’s Deep


The underground city, which wasn’t quite as grand as Vanx had first perceived, was called Boondara. Vanx gathered from Olden Pak that it was only one of many such places scattered about the world. When the novelty of the idea of such a place wore off, Vanx found it was much like any other town, only this one was illuminated by the accumulated light from thousands of glowing mineral deposits. Hard-packed walkways lined rutted lanes where two-wheeled carts hauling Zwarvy and goods were being pulled by well-muscled dogs. The dwellings were mainly stone-walled cubes with round windows and flat, moss-covered roofs. On the way to Olden Pak’s home, Vanx heard a strange instrument being played and a singer coming from a crowded building that quite possibly might’ve been a tavern. The female voice was resonating a sad-sounding lyric, but the joy of the song was evident in her tone. The Zwarvy they passed all looked up at him with eerie, suspicious eyes. Some stopped and pointed while others gave a wide berth. He felt like a giant among them.
Olden Pak’s wife, a milky-white block of a woman, eyed Vanx dubiously but fed them a fishy-tasting stew at a small table made from worked wood. After they ate, Olden Pak took Vanx out, telling his wife to care for the pup as he went. He said they were going to see the few extraordinary sights of Boondara.
The cavern was immense. Vanx felt as if he were caught in some great underground bubble, which in fact was exactly the case. Over by a shop was a huddle of the Zwarvy haggling over the value of some stone tool that looked newly made. All of them to a man stopped and stared with their strange green eyes as Vanx passed them. At the outer fringes of the space beyond Pak’s home, neat rows of vegetation grew and were tended by several female Zwarvy in wide-brimmed hats. Some of the rows were of a bright yellow plant that looked out of place in the strange, almost colorless world. Across the road there were rows of gray cabbage balls, and Vanx thought he saw a dark, purple-capped mushroom or two jutting up in the spaces between the crops. The cavern walls, at the edges of the worn floor, glowed and crawled with some dim blue energy. When one of the gardeners called out to another, Vanx suddenly understood the need for hats. The walls were glowing a steady and potent shade of blue, similar in hue to a clear spring sky. The dark crawling he was seeing over this radiance was a coating of living bats. The woman shouted and waved her hat and a whole section of the cavern wall erupted in a shrieking explosion. The area brightened considerably for a few moments until the bats settled back into place, sparsely covering the light again.
He was amazed by all of this, but as Olden Pak led him toward the most central portion of the cave, Vanx noticed two things.
One was Pak’s growing discomfort. The old Zwarvy seemed to have something to say that he wasn’t quite ready to. After they passed a group of men working outside a cart-building shop, and several of them demanded to know why a “mannish” was among them, Olden Pak grew even more uneasy.
The other thing Vanx noticed was that the stalactites in that center area of the domed cavern extended farther down and the stalagmites reached higher up than anywhere else he could see. At the edge of the area where he’d seen the Zwarvy tending their gardens, there hadn’t been any drooping fangs or up-reaching spikes at all. Now, as they came round a row of dwellings made from tightly fitted blocks, Vanx couldn’t help but gasp.
As in the cavern, where he’d fallen under the Zwarvy’s sleep spell, several of the stalagmites had met in the middle and formed columns. Only here it looked to be no random occurrence. It was a divine place, created by some godly hand; of that Vanx had no doubt.
A pool had formed, more a pond in size, around the bases of the substantial columns. The random stalactites above that hadn’t reached down to their mates were dripping. The falling drops plopped silvery water that exploded into a misty spray when they hit the tops of the spikes reaching up from below. The effect was spectacular, for the glowing blue mineral formations made the mist seem like a magical cloud hovering just above a man’s reach.
“Skelatra,” Pak said with reverence, indicating the sight above the cottony blue layer.
Rising up out of the cloud like some massive barred cell was a small island. At its center stood a large, drooping tree that looked to be made of ivory, or maybe slightly yellowed bone. From its twisty limbs, tiny silver leaves glittered like scales, and translucent, golden apple-sized orbs, which held a curious flickering light source of their own, dangled from the branches. Surrounding the tree, at least twenty paces from its massive trunk, were the stalagma-formed columns. The space between them was uniform and about wide enough for two men to wade between side by side. The effect they created around the ancient Earth Bone Tree, for Vanx recognized it as such from his lore lessons, was that of a gargantuan cage.
“Is it true that fairies are born from its fruit?” Vanx asked, remembering the tales and wishing he had listened more.
“Fairies?” Olden Pak frowned as he considered the word. He shook his head from side to side. “Wispwights,” he said. Vanx had heard the term before, but wasn’t quite sure what a wispwight was. He assumed it was another form of the fairy folk: pixies, sylphs, flutters and glimmers, why not a wispwight too?
“Un mest go unton Skelatra consoderin unself. Ruetun un granten Zwarvy ful ena.” Though the old Zwarvy’s words were spoken in his strange dialect, Vanx understood them clearly. If he went into Skelatra and then returned, the Zwarvy would help him complete his quest. Pak had an apologetic look on his face as he spoke, as if he were certain that Vanx would find this disagreeable. He couldn’t have been more wrong.
“What if I choose not to enter?” Vanx asked, trying not to provoke or offend, but wanting to understand the gist of his situation.
Olden Pak told him that if he didn’t enter then he could never leave the Unzurra. The Unzurra, Vanx surmised, was the whole of the Zwarvy underground. It made sense to him. If he were a foolish person, a gossip, or a braggart, he could cause these people much harm. These were things he would never dream of doing, but how would Olden Pak or his people know? As a bard, he’d learned all the ancient tales and figured that the tree’s magic would assess his worthiness or something of that sort. Many of the songs Vanx sang had verses about the hero’s resolve being tested by similar means.
He shrugged and started off into the pool at a brisk pace. Had he been given the choice he would have chosen to take a closer look anyway. He didn’t turn to look back at the old Zwarvy as he went, but he said, “Look after that doogle if I don’t return.”
“Inna,” Pak called back in a respectful tone.
Vanx figured his host was happy that he was entering without resistance or argument.

Trevin squinted out at the fresh pile of dung a young red wyrm had left outside their hiding place. He was certain that he was seeing several mushrooms push up out of the foul, barrel keg-sized pile of muck. The smell was disgusting, but the phenomenon was curious.
That night had been filled with horrid sounds: roars of anger and triumph, calls of agony, and the crunching of bones and trees. It sounded as if every dark creature that had ever lived had come out to battle for some unknown prize.
The area suddenly quieted down, though. It was near dawn, and the silence drew Trevin’s concern. His ruined foot had grown stiff and sore, and Zeezle still slept soundly beside him. The Zythian had slept through the long, tension-filled span of time when the smaller red was traipsing about outside their shelter, picking its place to relieve itself. Since then Trevin had tried to wake Zeezle a few times, but only halfheartedly. The wild-eyed heathen had saved his life, and by the looks of it he needed every bit of rest he could get. He wanted Zeezle to use his sharp eyes to see if there was a place for him to hide along the entrance to Pyra’s lair. The idea that he could hide in a crack, run out and jab the dragon with his sword, fill a vial with blood, and then toss it out of harm’s way for someone else to grab before the dragon turned and ended him, kept running through his mind. No doubt he would die doing such a thing, but Zeezle could retrieve the vial after and hopefully get it to Prince Russet. He was so certain of his plan that he decided to wake Zeezle now.
He splashed water from the skin across Zeezle’s face and the Zythian fluttered open his lids halfway, revealing eyes still reddened by fatigue. Although the sight of those semi-luminous orbs was unsettling, Trevin was relieved to see him awake.
Zeezle took the waterskin and drank from it. He splashed a handful of the liquid on his wild-looking face. His nose crinkled as it was filled with the stench of the recently laid pile of dragon dung outside the hole. He made a disgusted gulping gesture, as if he’d swallowed some rotten morsel of food and was on the verge of heaving it back up. The look caused Trevin to chuckle, despite all the angst and pain he was feeling.
“I hate this place,” Zeezle whispered as he peered out of the shelter to take in the quality of the darkness that surrounded them.
“This island is the most horrible place I’ve ever been,” Trevin agreed.
“Not the island,” Zeezle corrected. “I love this island. I hate this valley. You humans can only smell the very faintest part of the stench. If the smell here was an onion, you’d only be smelling that dried outer skin. I can smell the raw center under all those layers, the part that brings tears to your eyes.”
“That’s awful,” Trevin said. Then his voice went into a hiss. “Another dragon. Over there.” He pointed across the valley at the hulking shadow he perceived to be a dragon. Zeezle peered around him.
“It is,” the Zythian confirmed in a whisper. “It’s a big fire breather and the cusp of dawn is upon us.” He grabbed the shoulder pack from the floor where he had been using it as a pillow. He dug through it and came out with a pair of gloves, a vial covered by a bull-scrotum pouch complete with a stopper dangling from a chain and a drawstring to seal it all up. He then produced a small dagger. Its blade had a long, deep furrow down the center of its length. It was a well-made copy of a kingdom-issued trench knife, and Trevin knew the furrow was there to help the blood flow.
“What are you going to do?” Trevin asked. Zeezle’s purposeful actions had revealed that he was about to do something demanding.
“That’s no small fire dragon out there.” Zeezle shoved the dagger through his belt and pulled on the gloves. “The stars are dancing about Aur. We don’t have to bleed Pyra. The blood of this wyrm should do. Almost anywhere but on this island such a dragon would reign supreme.” With that Zeezle started out of the shelter, leaving Trevin with a gaping mouth.
Trevin half expected Pyra to appear and blast the Zythian to ash, or some other winged beast to sweep by and pluck him from the ground. He moved so fast, though, that Trevin lost him in the shadows. He had to look across the valley at the darkened shape of the shitting dragon to find him. When he did, it was happening. Zeezle just ran up and jabbed it, gave a twist and a yank, then ran.
The dragon roared in surprise and spun around. The first rays of sunlight had lit the sky enough for Trevin to see that Zeezle was more than halfway back across the valley and slipping from dung pile to dung pile trying to hide in their shadows as he went.
The dragon roared again and blasted a jet of flame, but it was directed nowhere near Zeezle. A beetle the size of a wagon cart that must have been feeding in a nearby mound took the blast and caught fire. Zeezle was right; it was no small dragon, and luckily its attention went to the gargantuan insect, not on the Zythian who was closing on the shelter already with a terrified grin on his face.
Trevin was in awe as Zeezle came diving back into their hiding hole. “Dawn’s light will give us enough cover to get up out of the valley, I think,” Zeezle said breathlessly. “The vial is half full. Can you walk?”
“I doubt it, but I’ll try,” said Trevin, relieved that Zeezle had retrieved enough. The idea that they had just gotten the blood of a formidable fire wyrm on Aur’s night filled him with a burst of determination. Before he could get up, Zeezle knelt by Trevin’s foot, and after gently pulling off the guardsman’s boot, went about removing the bandages he’d put on the night before.
It was the first time Trevin actually saw how bad the damage was. His big toe and the two beside it were completely gone. Little nubs of bone pushed through the blackened flesh where the toes had been connected. Seeing it caused it to hurt all the more and Trevin found tears streaming down his cheeks.
Zeezle took the foot in his hands and closed his eyes. He chanted a few words that sounded like nonsense, but then a soft yellow glow, like that of a candle flame, enveloped the wounds. Instantly the pain lessened. The char flecked away and reddish-brown scabs formed over the raw flesh left behind. The wound didn’t heal completely, not even close, but a week’s worth of regeneration transpired in those few seconds.
When he was done, Zeezle looked haggard again. The Zythian took off his own boots and, after rewrapping Trevin’s foot, helped him get them on. Trevin found that there was still a lot of pain, but he could walk now, and with the protection Zeezle’s boots gave him, he could move with enough confidence that he thought he could climb back over before the sun was fully in the sky.
Neither spoke as Zeezle led them up out of the valley. He moved deftly on bare feet, and though he was tired he kept a pace that took all Trevin’s will to maintain. Even when they were out of the foul cut in the earth, the Zythian didn’t stop. As the sun reached its zenith they found where Yandi and Darbon were hiding. They stopped and ate from the supplies there, and Trevin voiced his only concern.
“It wasn’t Pyra’s blood we took. Do you think it will work for Quazar’s concoction?”
“The dragon I pricked was a fire breather. The blood was taken while the stars still danced around Aur. I saw them. Though Pyra is a bit bigger, and the true queen of this island, her blood could be no more potent than this.” He held up the scrotum-covered vial in his hand. “I can assure you her shit is no more potent in scent.”
“So we can go then?” Darbon croaked. “What of Vanx? Did you find him?”
“We never looked,” Trevin replied, feeling the guilt start to build inside him.
“He went down a lot farther than you did, Darby,” Yandi said. “I doubt whether he survived the fall.”
“We need to travel as far as we can this day,” said Zeezle. “With two of you injured as you are, and the sun’s light upon us, we won’t make it down to the beach by dusk. Aur’s stars will dance again this night, and the sky will be full of wyrms battling to mate. I’d like to find shelter to get us through.”
“So we’re not gonna look for Vanx?” Darbon asked with tears pooling in his young eyes.
No one answered, and soon they were hobbling down the mountainous trail, Yandi holding up Darbon’s battered form, and Trevin limping along behind them.





They hunt gray bears and ogres
and they kill them with bare hands.
You’d be better to steal the prince’s pie
than to cross a Highlake man.
A Highlake Mountain Man.
– Mountain Man


Vanx stood before the Skelatra tree and watched as it shimmered into the lithe, naked form of Duchess Gallarain. Her hand extended toward him, and though he felt as if he were tempting fate somehow, he took it. She pulled him into her bed and wrapped her warm, smooth legs around him. Her hips ground his groin and he was soon erect and feeling the urge to plunge his manhood deep inside her. Her lips were moist and her voice husky as his cock slid in. She threw back her head and let out a long, slow moan. With one of her hands she grabbed his wrist and pulled his arm wide.
Vanx could feel her hard nipples against his chest. The smell of her sex was raw and potent. Lost in the feeling of her hot wetness, he didn’t notice that she had reached his hand up and was about to close it around one of the golden fruits dangling from the Earth Bone Tree.
“Take it, Vanx,” she begged him. “Take it for me.” He glanced over and saw what was happening. He didn’t immediately react, but when it dawned on him that he was still in the Skelatra he jumped up and found himself tumbling backward in the waist-deep pool. The vision was gone, replaced by a steamy hissing sound and an indistinct form. The steam spread and stretched and the air grew far warmer than it had just been. Then slowly the mist shifted into the huge form of the great, crimson-scaled dragon, Pyra. Vanx knew that this was only some sort of vision he was seeing. Had it been real he would have been trembling and cowering in utter fear. As it was, the illusion was only mildly intimidating, at least until the huge dragon reared back her horned head and opened her maw.
Vanx reflectively threw up an arm to protect himself. The dragon barked out a thunderous laugh in response. Vanx found himself chuckling at the absurdity of his defensive gesture. What would an arm do to stop a dragon?
The wyrm’s fanged teeth were as big as his whole body and could crush him on a whim. The dragon’s mirth settled into a deep, rumbling voice. “Your companions are leaving you behind,” it said. “They go in vain to try to save the princess; only they haven’t the blood they need. Your kinsman took it from a mudged and the girl will suffer for it.”
Vanx considered this. He couldn’t be sure if what he was hearing was real. He wasn’t even sure where he was anymore, but he knew he wasn’t really standing before a great red dragon.
“What can I do?” he asked finally.
“Take a fruit from the tree and bring it to my lair,” the dragon chuckled devilishly, sending dark curls of smoke roiling from her snout. “Stand before me true and, if you do not crumble with fear, we may be able to strike a bargain.”
“You’ll just eat me,” Vanx said, “or burn me up with your flames.”
“Fool!” The dragon laughed. “Who are you but a morsel to get caught in my teeth? A younger wyrm might find you a tasty treat, but to me you’re not but a scrap.”
“Where can I find your lair?” Vanx asked, but he already knew the answer. Zeezle had told him about the cavern that opened up on the valley they’d been traveling to when Darbon fell.
The looming shape of the dragon was already shrinking and whirling into a different form.
It was another woman, one Vanx recognized all too well. She was tall and slender, with shapely hips and well-rounded breasts. Her bare skin was tanned to a golden honey color and her hair was a wild tangle of shiny spun gold. Her eyes were flecks of sapphire and ruby that blended together into luminous lavender pools. It was the goddess Zytha herself, and Vanx fell to his knees before her.
“Ah, my emerald-eyed champion to be,” she smiled sweetly. “Rise and look upon me without humility. You I have blessed with life, but in doing so I cursed you with the loneliest of roads to travel.”
Vanx stood and looked into her purple gaze. A rush of loving adoration for this heavenly form filled his soul to brimming. “I know not of such a curse, Ama,” Vanx said, trying to keep the tremors out of his voice. “But for the chance to live, I am eternally grateful.”
“After you’ve spent an eternity wandering the world, your feelings will surely change,” she murmured, but then spoke to him more clearly. “I am no manifestation of the Wightwood, Vanx. I came to warn you against the temptations it is trying to force upon you. Do not take of its fruit. No matter what transpires, you cannot, for each of the wisp nuts represents the life of a wispwight yet to be born. If you kill one of its children, the tree will cocoon you with its roots and take your life in turn.”
“What should I do?” Vanx asked. “Have the others really left me behind?”
“They haven’t yet,” she said sadly. “But the tree cannot lie. It can speak to you from a near future. They will leave you, Vanx.” The smile that spread across her face seemed forced. “You must stay here until the wightwood tires of trying you. Then you must make a bargain with the fire queen. You already have something she will covet. You can use it to gain her aid.”
The vision started to fade and the mist swirled about the base of the tree again.
“Remember, no matter how tempted you may be, do not succumb to temptation.” Her form was gone but Vanx could still hear her angelic voice whispering over and over again. “Do not take of the fruit.”
Vanx woke from what seemed like a dream. He was hungry, as hungry as he had ever been. He looked at his arms and saw that they were bone-thin. He felt his normally muscled thighs and found them narrow and bony as well. He looked up at the branches of the tree he sat under and saw the lush scarlet brightness of the apples dangling there. They were fat and seemed to be bursting with juices. His stomach clenched and he had to fight his body back from plucking one. He knew he had to master himself. He knew he had to obey his goddess, no matter how powerful the temptation became, even if he was trapped there forever.

Ootlin, driven by a soft, persuasive voice whispering in his head, ventured out into the world on the second night of Aur’s dance. He made his way through the forest and over the rocks to a place where the half-eaten carcass of a blue dragon lay sprawled across the earth. It wasn’t there that he stopped, but a few dozen paces beyond. He came to an area of crumbled rock that had been drenched in blood. One of the stones was bowl-shaped and half filled with the stuff. He drained the waterskin at his hip and then filled it. Without fear or caution, he traversed the island back into the shaft from which he’d emerged, all the way being directed by the voice inside his head. Only when he was back in the safety of the Unzurra did he understand what he had just done. Unsure of why he had done it, he was compelled to find Olden Pak and tell him.
The elder Zwarvy listened and considered the skin full of dragon’s blood while looking into the Skelatra at Vanx’s statuesque form. The mannish had been sitting there in the same position, his head and shoulders just above the water, for a very long time. He didn’t know what to make of it.

The pall of smoke hanging over Dyntalla Stronghold was darker and thicker than any they had ever seen before. It wasn’t until Captain Willie had the Sea Hawk well in the harbor that they figured out the stronghold was under attack. Peg shouted down what he saw from the lookout, and then Zeezle took a turn and filled the report in with vivid detail. Ogres had breached the huge outer wall and were attacking the area between it and the other, smaller, wall that surrounded the coastal city. Rubble and flames were everywhere where homes and businesses used to be, and gangs of club-wielding ogres ranged the streets, destroying everything they came across. It was total mayhem, and Zeezle Croyle said he wanted no part of it.
“You can stay on the ship,” Prince Russet assured him. “One way or another we will get you back to Zyth unharmed.”
“Look!” Peg exclaimed from above, pointing excitedly to another royal ship. This one was flying the king’s banner from its mast. They’d all been so intent on the burning city that none of them had noticed the vessel.
“Take us to her!” Captain Willie roared. “Bring us up alongside.”
“Let me take the rowboat to shore, my prince,” Trevin begged. “Every moment we wait might be her last.”
“I’ll row with him,” Darbon added. He was still black and blue and coughing up blood, but he was determined not to let that stop him.
“Not yet, Trev,” the prince said, and gave him a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder. “You don’t know how to find the cave way in, nor do you know the state of things inside the stronghold. What if they’ve moved her?”
Trevin ground his teeth tight, but nodded his understanding of the decision. Prince Russet’s reasoning made sense. If Dyntalla was under attack, then Quazar might have spirited Gallarael away. Maybe even out onto the king’s ship. And the king or his crew would be able to describe the state of things on shore if she wasn’t there.
Only a skeletal crew remained on the vessel, but the captain, a short, serious-looking man who sneered with disdain at Captain Willie as they conferred, told them what they wanted to know.
The ogres had only breached the outer wall. They’d tried to scale the stronghold wall in several places where the buildings on either side afforded them good handholds, but they’d been thwarted thus far. The bigger of the beasts had come out of the mountains to join the raid, Captain Rosthuf told them. He’d heard firsthand reports from the King’s Guard that some of them were nearly twenty feet tall. He gave them some other news that set the crew to lowering a longboat before even being ordered to do so.
“Gallarael, the king’s illegitimate daughter,” Captain Rosthuf said in a mock hushed tone, “she’s on her deathbed. The old wizard can’t even help the troops defend the stronghold because all his attention’s tied into keeping her alive.” The way he said the words showed his distaste for the whole affair.
“You’re a blunt bastard, Rosthuf,” Captain Willie said as Darbon, Trevin, Yandi, and the prince went over the side rail to get into the longboat. “That is your prince’s sister you speak of. Should watch your tongue.”
Captain Rosthuf flushed with what was obviously a mixture of embarrassment and anger. “You’re one to talk,” he shot back. “There was a day, not so long ago, when you’d have raped her yourself had she been on your ship. Royalty or no.”
Captain Willington nodded, feeling a rush of shame color his face. “And you’d have been right to walk me off the board for it, too, but you never had the wits or skill to catch me, you self-righteous sea-slug.”
Captain Willie turned before the other could reply. “Get us away from this scalawag, Peg!” He yelled the order. “Hurry, before our guts turn to custard as it happened to these bay-bound curs. Once we’ve a distance, drop the anchor and the other longboat so that we can go defend our king and kingdom like men.”

An aura of jaundiced light radiated weakly from Gallarael. Quazar was in a trance-like state of concentration, using all his focus and will to hold her in life. He would have let her die hours ago had the tower lookouts not spotted the Sea Hawk coming into the bay. Over the last few days his initial spell’s ability to stall the course of the fang-flower venom had gradually given way. Now, all that was keeping the poison from finishing her off was Quazar’s will.
Matty had been confined to the wizard’s tower after nearly castrating Duke Martin. Quazar had been carefully instructing her how to mix the dragon’s blood with the concoction he’d been brewing. In his wisdom the old wizard had prepared for every contingency he could imagine. It was a good thing, too, because he couldn’t let his concentration wander to do these things himself or Gallarael would die.
When Trevin burst in, offering the bull scrotum-covered vial of dragon’s blood, Matty went about the business of finishing the recipe. She followed every detail of the old wizard’s instructions to the letter, and then gave Gallarael the exact dose Quazar had recommended.
Darbon couldn’t climb the tower stairs or he would have been there, and Prince Russet was duty bound to report to his father for orders. Trevin, the wizard, and Matty, however, all watched on hopefully. The optimism on their faces soon turned to concern and then to downright fear as Gallarael’s skin began turning greasy and black. She let out the most horrendous of screams. The chilling sound cut through the stronghold like a saber. Then she went into a fit and Quazar collapsed into a heap on the floor.
What was happening to her, Trevin couldn’t say, but he knew it was bad. The thing on the table had no resemblance to Gallarael at all. Then Matty wrapped him in a hug and began sobbing into his chest.





The wizard saw the king and the both of them knew
“You need me now king, to keep them loving you.”
“Tis true,” said the king, “but you need me as well.
Unless you’ve found a way to break that witch’s spell.”
– The Weary Wizard


“How long have I been in there?” Vanx asked Olden Pak sharply as he sloshed his way out of the Skelatra’s confines. He held one of the tree’s fruits cradled in his arms and when Pak saw this he seemed so overwrought with bewilderment that he couldn’t find any words with which to respond.
“I asked you how long I have been in there?” Vanx’s voice was more forceful this time. Murmurs arose from a crowd that was gathering nearby, and Vanx realized that he couldn’t just bully his way out of there. Still, he was no less angry at being led into the Earth Bone Tree’s embrace when time was a most critical issue for Gallarael.
“You said your people would aid me when I returned, Olden Pak,” Vanx said as he came up on the confused old Zwarvy. “Are you an honorable people, or just a bunch of roaches who crawl out of the dark and feed on dragon scraps?”
Olden Pak blinked several times and arched his brows as the insult sank in, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of the still glowing object that Vanx held.
“We collected… well, Ootlin collected…” the old Zwarvy stammered before clearing his throat and starting again. “By some divine influence Ootlin was led to a fresh pool of the dragon’s blood you came here for. It is here.” Olden Pak extended a slightly trembling hand, which was holding a heavy waterskin. “We will help you, as I promised, but there’s naught much we can do now. You have been with the Skelatra for six full turns of the moon.” Olden Pak dropped his eyes with an expression that might have been shame. “Your companions sailed away from here days ago.”
“This I know,” Vanx said as he took the precious fluid from the little milk-skinned creature. “I need a guide. I need someone to take me to the Fire Queen’s lair. I will…” He stopped speaking because the wispwight nut began shimmering and shining in his arms. The glow radiated brightly enough to turn his eyes, and then it pulsed three times, causing the growing group of Zwarvy onlookers to gasp in fright and wonder. The glassine orb made a popping sound and its form suddenly dripped away like so much soapy water. Left in Vanx’s hand was a tiny sparkling nugget the size of a green pea. It shot up into the air in a frisky zigzag, dripping a cascade of fading sparkles as it went.
A collective “Ahhh” resounded from those watching. The group had grown in number to nearly a hundred now. Each and every one of their strange, glowing eyes followed the tiny wispwight as it danced and frolicked around Vanx’s head. After a few heartbeats the little kernel of light seemed to grow bored and shot off in a spiraling streak until it disappeared from view entirely.
For a very long time there was nothing but silence.
“How did you take a wispion nut without being devoured?” Olden Pak asked after a bit. Fretful curiosity showed plainly on his strange face, and Vanx realized that he now clearly understood the strange language they spoke.
“It fell from the tree and landed in my lap,” Vanx answered while combing his fingers back through his hair. He was feeling, for the first time, some tingling effect from the sparkles the strange fairy creature had dripped on his skin. “I didn’t take it, it was given.”
“You must be famished,” Olden Pak finally said. “You’ll need nourishment and there is something I have that might help you, if you truly intend to venture into the Fire Queen’s lair.”
Vanx had to admit that he was incredibly hungry. He figured that the fatigue he was feeling was from a lack of food and not from any sort of exertion. He hadn’t done much more than sit there for the last several days. He’d finished off the flask of stout he carried in his boot a few nights earlier. Now, he was suddenly wanting nothing other than to gulp down as much water as his stomach would hold.
It wasn’t water he was given, but several wooden mugs full of piss-yellow ale by the backslapping Zwarvy as he and Olden Pak made their way back to the elder’s home.
The Zwarvy seemed to be revering him as some sort of hero. The notion made Vanx uncomfortable. He was more than a little woozy from the drink and was glad when Olden Pak’s wife gave them a meal.
After eating boiled devil goat meat on a bed of some warm, spinach-like vegetable with a grainy flatbread, Pak’s wife showed Vanx the papoon she’d made for the doogle. It was like a backpack, only it had a pouch in front to carry the pup that had found Vanx. The rest of the rig was like a typical pack with an area for storing goods in the back. When he tried it on, the pup seemed to like it, especially when Vanx lay down, allowing the little mutt to nestle its head under his chin. Within minutes the two of them fell fast asleep on the stony floor of the hut’s open living area.
Vanx woke sometime later to Ootlin’s insistent boot.
“Un doogle gon piss all over you. Lettun loose a while,” the young Zwarvy said in his strongly accented voice. The more he spoke the clearer his words became. He smelled faintly putrid and foul to Vanx’s keen nose, but his grin was wide and contagious, even though it showed his sharp, needle teeth.
“Be leadin’ un to the dragon’s den when you’re ready,” Ootlin informed him.
Vanx let the squirming pup out of the papoon and pulled the rig over his shoulders. He followed the little black-and-white dog out and relieved himself, too. When he returned, he found Olden Pak there stuffing wrapped packages of food and a pair of waterskins into the pack’s back compartment. When he was finished, and Vanx had refitted the thing over his shoulders, the elder gave him a small, stoppered vial.
“The very foundation of her lair glows with the heat of the core. This potion will keep the heat from crisping you. Two drops for the doogle and the rest for you, but mind yourself: the protective power won’t last forever.”
Vanx tucked it away in his belt pouch near the dagger he still had strapped there. With a sigh of resignation he situated the pup in the papoon and gave Olden Pak a slight bow of appreciation. The elder bowed back and, with a somber expression, led Vanx and Ootlin to a tunnel opening at the far end of the city cavern. When Vanx bade the elder farewell, the milky-fleshed creature hugged him as if he would never see him again.

Gallarael, or some feral-eyed semblance of her, sporting slick, pitch-black skin, fangs, and long, razor-sharp nails, howled out. The sound was filled with what might have been pain, rage, or even terror. She was behind the barred door of the tower room in which she’d been locked. Trevin and Matty had both been sliced to ribbons by her claws. Darbon, with the help of Prince Russet and some soldiers, had fared a little better as they ushered the limp wizard out of harm’s way. Those who tried to subdue Gallarael were savaged. When Darbon went back in to save Matty, he was raked across the face. Luckily, he didn’t lose his eye, but he would have to live with a quartet of nasty scars running diagonally across his mug. Trevin was now in a room two floors below being held together by cat gut stitches and the magic of one of Quazar’s acolytes. Matty was in the room beside him. Her wounds, while severe, weren’t nearly as bad as Trevin’s. Both of them were in a state of despair. Each of them felt guilty for causing the horrible change to come over the princess. Quazar, after he’d somewhat recovered, tried to convince them both that it wasn’t their fault, but neither of them fully believed it.
Matty had gone over what she had done again and again, and the old wizard confirmed that she had made no error. Trevin, though, on top of his guilt and severe injuries, was heartbroken and confused as well. He was certain that he and Zeezle had gotten blood from a dragon not potent enough to cure her, or too late in the morning to have been bathed in all Aur’s light. It was a good thing that Quazar had cast a dampening spell over Trevin’s form, because if he had heard Gallarael’s animalistic howling and screaming, he would have succumbed to his sorrow and probably died from despair.
Zeezle had come ashore with Captain Willie and the rest of his crew. Everyone was surprised at how calm and peaceful most of the stronghold was inside. It was crowded, and outside in the baileys and garden courts there were hundreds of people all huddled in fear, but there was little of the chaos they’d imagined.
Troops of engineers lobbed kegs full of rock and hot oil over the walls of the city to ward off the ogres that were still trying to get inside. What groups of archers and pike-bearing men they saw on the wall top looked to be busy repelling the enemy. Though the concentration of royal soldiers inside Dyntalla’s old fortress wall were doing an efficient job of keeping the enemy out, it was inevitable that sooner or later the ogres would breach the defense.
Both Captain Willie and Prince Russet refused direct orders from King Oakarm to sail Zeezle back to Zyth, saying that Captain Rosthuf had nothing better to do. The king finally rescinded the order when Zeezle decided that he wanted to stay and fight alongside the humans to honor the loss of his friend.
Had Zeezle known the stronghold’s protective barriers would be breached that night he might have chosen otherwise, but the Zythian adventurer found that he had no regrets when his sword came free of its sheath and bit into the flesh of one of the gargantuan beasts. Some of the ogres managed to scale the wall. He, Prince Russet, and a troop of the prince’s personal guard charged out to meet the first wave of them in the open training yard. The battle was long and bloody, and it was only the first of many to come, for the bigger of the green-fleshed beasts started bashing the wall apart in the areas where the catapults couldn’t keep them back. With tree trunks, hurled boulders, and whatever else they could find, they broke through in a half-dozen other locations and stormed the stronghold. The ogres met the brunt of Duke Elmont’s soldiers head-on. The battle was brutal and costly, and by the end of that first day it looked as if the ogres might actually take the old fortress.





It seems like a million years have passed.
I’ve been lost allways searching for that song.
It’s kind of funny I thought it we could make it last.
Now I am wondering where the time has gone.
– A Zythian bard’s song


After traversing a long, narrow corridor with damp walls and none of the illuminating deposits that had been so common in other areas, Vanx began to wonder why exactly he had a wiggling pup strapped to his chest. He liked it, there was no doubt, but he didn’t want to be responsible for getting the little mutt cooked by an angry dragon. He considered turning it loose, but thought better of it. The poor thing would get lost in the darkness and tumble into a crevice or something. He was about to ask Ootlin if he would take the doogle back out with him when they parted ways, but as they rounded a bend at an intersection of cave-ways a blast of heat hit him in the face, sending him into an instinctual defensive crouch. He forgot about the pup completely. It took a few heartbeats for him to realize that he wasn’t being blasted with dragon’s fire.
“The Unzurra is hotter from here,” Ootlin informed him as they took the larger of the shafts out of the interchange. The Zwarvy wasn’t exaggerating. Vanx could see the deep, bloody glow of the rock in places along the walls and ceiling as they continued. The floor, kept cool from the dripping seepage of the sea they were under, caused the air to be thick and steamy. It took only moments for the sweltering heat to soak Vanx’s clothes with sweat.
At another junction of tunnels, Ootlin stopped and pointed to the passage that he should take. It was obvious by the expression of unease on his strange face that he wasn’t going to lead any farther.
“Take the elixir now,” Ootlin said. His pale face caught the eerie red glow of the rocks and it made him look like some feral troll-beast covered with a film of blood. “Queen’s lair is but a short way. No junctions, no crossings.”
Vanx got out the vial Olden Pak had given him and dripped two fat drops into the pup’s mouth. The pup began smacking and licking as if there were some pasty substance stuck on the roof of his mouth. It looked as if he were trying to scour the taste off with his tongue. Vanx found out why a few seconds later when he downed the rest of the vial’s contents. It was horrible-tasting, like rotten meat and bile, but almost instantly Vanx felt his body grow cool from the inside out. After a few moments the heat of the tunnels had disappeared entirely. The pup must have felt it too, for it had stopped its squirming. It was peering up out of the papoon with curious, almost eager eyes.
Not one to dally in the moment, Vanx nodded his appreciation at Ootlin and started down the passage, trying to build up some sort of courage to face the island’s queen.
The passage was short and relatively straight, leading right into a fantastical cavern that eclipsed Boondara’s wonders tenfold.
Where the city cavern glowed a soft bluish-green, this cavern was all crimson, ruby, and menacing shadow. A river of cherry-hot magma churned and swirled slowly along the far end of the space. It bubbled and steamed across the base of one of the cavern walls and its glow served to bathe the area in bloody light. Stalagma, long and jagged, jutted up and dangled from overhead, throwing long, wicked shadows across every surface of the gigantic area. The cavern itself elbowed away out of sight to Vanx’s right, and he could sense the Fire Queen’s presence back there. He was thankful that she hadn’t been able to see him enter, for she would have surely ended him while he stood gawking.
What was more striking than the cavern, or the fact that he was in it, was the glittering hoard of treasure piled at the crook of the elbow. A dozen or more chests of gold and silver coins lay open or broken, the contents spilled into a pile with which a man could fill a wagon cart. There were ornately carved ornaments and jewels, sapphires, emeralds, diamonds, and bigger diamonds, along with a polished steel blade and a gold-chased breastplate fit for a king. There were all sorts of goblets, bowls, and jewelry, too. All of this reflected the glowing magma in a sinister, yet glorious, manner. Some wooden planks, and what might have been part of a ship mast, charred away at the ends, were buried under the pile. It looked to Vanx as if a great dragon had latched on to part of a treasure ship with her claw and brought the whole load back to her domain.
Vanx gulped. Even though wealth and riches were not things he longed to possess, he felt the magnitude of power and influence one could buy with all the treasure lying there. Just the sight of it was already taking his thoughts off of his task. He started toward the heap, but after only three long strides, just enough to be clear of the passage, Pyra’s great head loomed down from around the bend.
“Who dares trespass in my lair?” a voice that was surprisingly Zythian, but only in the cerebral sense, sounded. The part of the voice Vanx could actually hear was growling and grinding, but his mind picked up her meaning in both the human and the old Zythian languages, as well as others he didn’t quite fully grasp. He felt as if this were but the display of a tiny droplet in the sea of magical power the ancient wyrm possessed. “Grovel to the gods you call upon, fool,” she went on. “I’m about to roast you from your bones. No one dares to take from my hoard without feeling the heat of my wrath.”
Vanx was surprisingly calm. His mind had concluded that he had no real defense here. Fear was a pointless emotion at this point. If the dragon so much as sneezed, he was ash. It was that simple. Remembering the goddess’s suggestion, and seeing how the great wyrm coveted her pile of treasure, Vanx took a chance and responded.
“I care naught for your impressive hoard, oh mighty Dragon Queen,” Vanx said, his voice bathed in sincere reverence. “I only seek to add to its value with an item worth far more to one such as yourself than mere wealth.”
Pyra brought her great horned head down closer, as if to inspect him. “What is this?” She cocked her gaze and gave him a menacing, yet curious, look. “What is this you wish to give me?”
“It is a magical stone,” Vanx told her. “’Tis a powerful item to possess, even for one such as you.” He cautiously reached under the papoon, into his collar, and pulled forth the Blood Stone, still dangling on the chain he had taken from Sir Earlin’s corpse back at the beach.
Pyra started to draw in a long, slow breath. As she did, she studied the Blood Stone with her eyes and other powerful senses far beyond Vanx’s understanding.
“I think I’ll just roast you and take that pretty trinket from the ashes,” she said when her lungs were full.
“I suppose you could do that,” Vanx said, trying to mask the fear growing inside him. The pup wasn’t afraid, though. It lurched its little head and snarled at the dragon, trying unsuccessfully to get free of the papoon. It let loose a peal of sharp, yipping barks. Despite his unease, Vanx couldn’t help but chuckle at the futile protective gesture. He decided then and there that, if he survived this ordeal, he would feed his little guardian meat and gravy at every chance he got.
Pyra growled out a laugh, too. Short jets of flame and thick clouds of fetid brimstone smoke curled from her cavernous nostrils and her eyes seemed to roll in sarcasm at the pup’s warning.
“He wishes to warn me from harming you with his terrifying bay.” The dragon’s mirth slowly subsided. “Tell me why I should spare you. Why is it you came here?”
“This stone can be used to fill your belly with the most delicious of meats, oh mighty one. Is your fare not as boring as the winter is long? I can show you how.” Vanx spoke quickly, feeling like a hawker trying to sell his ware before the customer strode past, or in Vanx’s case, before the customer grew impatient and scorched him to cinders.
“Let me ask you something.” She was listening intently now, and Vanx went on with a little more confidence. “Have you ever feasted on the succulent flesh of the beast known as the ogre? No? Well let me tell you just how huge and delicious they can…”





Ogres are full of menace,
ogres are full of rage.
Once a man was fool enough
to put one in a cage.
– a song from Dyntalla


Zeezle thought he’d hamstrung the hulking monster behind him, but his blade hadn’t cut deep enough. The ogre found its feet again and was back on the attack. Zeezle was beginning to wonder why he had chosen to stay and fight them. This one, as with the last few he’d dispatched, was taking its toll on his battle-worn body. The Zythian was in a fix now, he knew. By mistaking his last blow as a crippling one, then sprinting past the beast to try to aid one of Prince Russet’s fallen knights, he’d put himself between a rock and a hard place, or in this case between a crumbling block wall and an angry ogre over three times his size.
Spinning to dodge a blow that he felt more than saw coming, he dropped into a roll. His keen senses were dead on. He heard the powerful whooshing of air beside his body as the ogre’s weapon barely missed its mark. The creature was using the leg of one of its fallen companions and the impact of the severed limb into the blood-soaked bailey yard was a heavy, wet thud. The bits of blood and flesh that splattered forth smelled of rot and decay.
It’s not as foul as that blasted valley full of dragon shit, he told himself as he took advantage of the ogre’s great size and darted between its legs into another diving roll. He rose to a knee and spun on it, making a low slicing-sweep with his weapon. The Zythian swung it as though he would a cutting axe, and this time his sword bit deeper. He severed the tendon of the beast’s uninjured leg, and the ogre jerked up and twisted away just as the steel hit bone. Zeezle’s long, thin blade broke near the hilt with a snap, pushing the Zythian’s level of frustration to its limit. He’d saved the wages from twenty years of working in his family’s farm to buy that weapon. Now it was ruined.
Not far away, an embattled haulkatten gave out a pain-filled roar as it took a crippling blow. The rider’s scream came next, but was cut short when he was crushed by the weight of his own mount.
Dodging the big ogre’s flailing arms as it fell to the ground, Zeezle darted to where the fallen knight had been. All he found was a bloody mash of armor and flesh. The fallen knight had been stomped into a bloody pulp, armor and all.
A head-sized chunk of stone came sailing in and took him in the hip while he was focused on the knight’s corpse. The blow was brutal and it took him to the ground and sent a fiery pain rushing through his body. He was sure his pelvis, or at least his thigh bone, had been shattered. With gritted teeth and all the willpower he could muster, he crab-crawled on hands and feet toward the line of kingdom soldiers that he hoped could protect him.
“There!” a man shouted. “I see the Zythian, and…” The way he stopped caused Zeezle to turn. Coming up quickly behind him, holding a huge piece of the block wall over his head, was another ogre.
“Cover the yellow eye, all of you who can!” a soldier yelled.
The ogre caught up with the fallen Zythian just as a half-dozen arrows sprouted from its chest. The battle-lusting monster didn’t even notice them as it brought the big chunk of stone down at Zeezle from directly overhead. Zeezle tried to move away all the faster, but saw the soldiers squint and turn their heads away to avoid seeing the crushing impact.
A pikeman, fighting from the part of the wall that still stood, made a remarkable throw with his long-shafted weapon. He missed the ogre’s body, but the spear struck deep into the earth before its striding legs and tripped the beast. Zeezle didn’t escape further injury, but the pulverizing piece of masonry came down just the breadth of a frog’s hair beyond him, missing him completely.
A bone-jarring knee caught him between his shoulder blades, emptying his lungs of air, just before an ankle bone cracked into his temple and mashed his head against the broken block that had almost crushed him. The scrambling ogre crawled up on him. He couldn’t find a way to draw breath, much less get away. Within moments, the pain from his injuries and the lack of air carried him into a dark oblivion.
Zeezle woke, not much later, lying face up under the huddling forms of an apprentice healer and the worried-looking Prince of Parydon.
“I thought we’d lost you,” Russet Oakarm said with a forced grin. Then to a group of soldiers standing nearby he barked, “Get him into the stronghold and wake up that blasted wizard.”
“Yes, my lord,” Zeezle heard two men respond in perfect unison, but before he could sense anything else he was blanketed by foggy blackness once again.

Prince Russet surveyed the practice-yard-turned-battlefield. It was one of three places where the ogres continued to breach the stronghold’s last protective wall. Several of the wild creatures had actually made it into the outbuildings and one into the kitchens. Those intruders had been swiftly dealt with by the soldiers assigned to those areas, but they would be tested even more, and far too soon. The battle wasn’t going well, and no one, not even the old wizard, could figure out what it was that kept driving the ogres at them. They all knew that Vanx had taken the Blood Stone from Sir Earlin’s charred corpse back on Dragon Isle, which meant that it was still there with him, or in the belly of one of those dragons. Quazar didn’t think that the lingering draw of the stone’s magic could be so potent as to warrant a full-scale attack, not from these mindless savages. Nor did he offer an explanation as to why it was still happening.
Hope had surged with yesterday’s tide as a ship carrying another, equally capable, member of Quazar’s order arrived. The hope rolled out with the tide as well, as neither of the two could come up with a solution to the dilemma. At least the two wizards could relieve each other. One could rest and replenish his energy, as well as tend to the healing of the more grievous wounds, while the other fought.
Also on that ship was the Duchess Gallarain, Gallarael’s mother. She was at first a typical frantic, worried mother; then she saw what Gallarael had become. Only the sharpened tip of a guard’s long pike had kept the slick black-skinned thing from clawing her to ribbons. Now the duchess was but another of the growing number of the bedridden. Her grief and guilt over her daughter, and all the men who had died or been injured trying to save her, was so great as to curl her into a ball that had not yet, or might not ever, unclench itself.
Turning to the group of soldiers fighting in the yard, the prince gave the order for them to clear away from the kettles. Then he looked up at the windows along the stronghold wall.
The soldiers below broke and ran, retreating to a place just out of the splashing range of the treacherous liquid. There they formed up behind a row of pikemen and archers whose sole purpose was to make sure the ogres didn’t get past that point.
“Pour!” a commander shouted just as soon as all of the men were clear of the target area.
Out of three of the four designated windows, hot, honey-colored oil came splashing down on the wild-eyed, blood-lusting beasts who had filled the space the soldiers had just vacated.
Flaming arrows came arcing in from the wall top and a great booming concussion sounded as all the volatile liquid caught fire at once. It wasn’t only the ogres who suffered this time, though. Bright yellow flames licked out of the window where the fourth kettle crew was stationed. Screams of men and beasts alike filled the air. A man, on fire from head to foot, dove screaming out of a window and disappeared into the knot of writhing bodies below. Then, all of that was drowned out by the thunderous clap of an explosion, and a shower of shattered bricks and mortar rained over them.
“By all the gods of men!” a soldier gasped. “They’ve got magic.”
“Hold your tongue and defend the breach,” Prince Russet yelled over the ensuing chaos. It was a futile command, for the ground below the massive hole in the stronghold wall was a roiling hell of an inferno.
“The kettle never poured over,” a captain reassured his men loudly. “The blasted thing got too hot, or corroded through at the bottom.” He cupped his hands to his mouth to make sure that as many heard as possible. “The oil combusted, men! There’s no other magic save for our own. They have no magic.”
“Speaking of magic,” Prince Russet called over to the commander, “where’s that blasted wizard?”
“Which one?” the commander asked back, snatching a passing soldier by the sleeve so that he could send him running with the prince’s next command.
“Orphas! Quazar! It doesn’t matter!” the prince screamed as he drew his own sword. “One of them better get here soon. We are in it to our necks.”
Not waiting to see if the soldier got the message right, Prince Russet charged into the slackening flames to help his men. Already he could see ogres clawing their way into the stronghold through the hole the explosion had created. These weren’t the ogres who’d been doused, either. These were fresh beasts, the smaller ones that had been holding back. From what Prince Russet saw before the roiling black smoke filled his eyes, there were a lot of them, more than enough to storm the stronghold and do irreparable harm. He had to make a decision then. His father, the king, was in danger.
With much reluctance in his voice he yelled out with all the power his choking lungs could muster. “To your king! Defend your king!” He knew full well that without the experienced elite guards fighting here the defense would soon be broken. His only hope was that one of the wizards would arrive soon; otherwise the ogres would establish a way into the stronghold and be able to hold it. If that was allowed to happen, the battle, save for the dying, would be all but over.

Zeezle was being bounced along on a travois by two straining young boys who could barely manage his light weight. He remembered drinking the white-haired wizard’s foul potion and feeling it course through his body, and then the curious look on the other wizard’s face, the one whose chrome skull cap seemed impossibly tight. He blacked out again soon. Now, he heard a woman sobbing, and after another female called out her title, he rolled from the travois to his feet, startling the two boys carrying him into a wide-eyed fear.
“Bahhh!” He lurched at one of them with a wild, ferocious snap. He laughed, despite the deep pain he was feeling all over. Both boys scurried away, squeaking like frightened mice.
He followed the insistent whimpering to a door situated down a long hallway. He harrumphed to warn anyone inside that he was about to enter, and then proceeded in.
“What is the meaning . . ?” A handmaiden’s fat old cheeks and neck jiggled before she froze in shock at the sight of the yellow-eyed heathen walking toward her. She started to scream, but a shifting on the bed turned her eyes and stopped her.
Duchess Gallarain had unfolded her body and was attempting to sit up at the edge of the mattress. Zeezle saw that she wanted to speak, but was searching for the right words, so he waited. He was curious to see the woman whose charms, or charm, had enraptured Vanx and started all this mess. Finally, she wiped her face and met his amber eyes. “Was he your kin?”
Before he could answer, the entire stronghold shook with an explosion. Moments after that, smoke rolled through the hallway, as did terrified screams of fear and agony. Through the din, Zeezle could hear that the ogres had finally gotten inside.





A dragon hunts the sky and earth.
They even hunt the seas.
What does a dragon hunt my friend?
Why anything it pleases.
– Dragon’s song


By the time Quazar reached the soldiers at the newest breach, it was too late. Even with him and his counterpart, Orphas, and their combined power, they couldn’t push the intruders back out of the stronghold proper.
“By the gods, I hope the retreat to the dungeons is going well,” Prince Russet said. Then to the nearest sergeant he could find he said, “Go cut loose the horses and haulkattens. Clear the stables so that the animals have a fighting chance.”
The prince’s left forearm was broken and swollen to the size of a fire log, yet he still refused the magical aid of either wizard. Instead, he ordered them to help Duke Elmont’s soldiers delay the advance of the green-skinned beasts in any manner they could so that as many innocents as possible could be evacuated to the half-dozen ships anchored in the bay.
The wizards attempted to do this by diverting the ogres’ attention to themselves. They turned out to be more of a diversion than they ever intended. Now pinned in the recovery wing of the stronghold’s infirmary, on the top floor, they were just two stories over the gaping hole in the wall. It was from there Orphas saw the prince fall. With bolts of wicked blue lightning and hot crimson pulses of force he blasted the ogres away from the young man’s half-conscious body. Quazar levitated his fallen body up out of the fray, and started tending his arm. He was soon left to strings of curses as the prince rose and began commanding the archers within earshot.
Most of the soldiers below were dead, but not all. A few made it back to safety because of the prince’s quick thinking. Others met a terrible end, but died stalling the pursuit of their fleeing families. The prince told them this as they died, and did so with a king’s conviction behind every word he spoke. “Your loved ones are in the cave-ways now!” he promised. “Some are already being rowed across the harbor to the king’s ship.”
Ogres were now storming up to the higher levels of the stronghold after the wizards. Several of the wounded housed on the floors between met with horrible ends. They were helpless to defend themselves from it. This weighed heavily on all of them as they were forced to continue drawing the ogres away from the populace, but it was a small price to pay to save the bulk of Dyntalla’s citizens. Now a particularly determined band of ogres was finally coming up the last of the stairs to bash through the heavy oak stairwell doors onto the top floor.
Orphas was poised to unleash a magical blast at the opening from the far end of the marble-tiled corridor. Quazar had committed himself to trying to figure out how to protect the prince of the realm, as was his sworn duty. Fleeing was the best form of protection he could think of, but not an easy feat four stories above a bailey yard full of raging beasts. If he could spot a safe place to climb down, he might be able to cast a modified levitation spell that would allow the both of them to defend their descent without injury. If it were only him, he would have long since teleported himself to a safe place, or just floated down to the ground while invisible. These actions were easily performed by oneself. It was nearly impossible to manage them on himself and another at the same time. He could probably send the prince down alone somewhere, but then the brave and foolish young man would be left unprotected. If this had to be done, as a last resort, then he could order Orphas to go with the prince and protect him from there; but he didn’t like that idea at all. If it was possible, he would find a way to get them all out of the closing trap in which they’d put themselves, if only so that they might protect the prince further. If he couldn’t manage that, though, he was fully prepared to stay behind and sacrifice his life helping the other two get away.
“You’re wasting time, my prince,” Orphas called down the corridor.
Prince Russet was manhandling a heavy five-drawer chest in front of the doors. “They’ll just bash it through. Besides that, you’re in my way. If I let this prismatic surge loose and you’re there, you’ll be caught up in it.”
“The chest might slow…” The prince stopped and listened at the door. After a moment of deep concentration he looked up, searching. “Quazar, come here,” he ordered. “Where are you, man? Come help me.”
Quazar hurried out of one of the side rooms where he’d been searching from the window for a place that wasn’t infested with ogres. His face was a study in worried intensity. “What is it, boy?” he snapped.
“Help me,” the prince shot back. “There are people trapped beyond the door and I blocked it.” He shouldered the chest of drawers with all his might and shoved it a few feet, but not far enough. The sudden pounding of a fist, and the muffled sound of a yelling woman came from behind the door. The sound abruptly stopped, or perhaps was drowned out by the roar of an angry beast.
“They’re pinned!” Prince Russet yelled as he shouldered the chest again. This time it went sliding across the tiled floor as if it were on rollers. The prince had to fight to keep from falling after it.
The door burst open and Orphas nearly blasted Duchess Gallarain’s fat handmaid into oblivion with his prismatic surge. Had her skin been a shade greener she would have been done, for her piggish face looked very ogreish in fright. Only the sight of his own charge, the Duchess of Highlake, stayed his spell. He had been told she’d been ravaged and killed. Her sickroom was on the same level where the explosion had occurred. Beyond her, the yellow-eyed heathen with the shiny metallic locks fought off one of the green-skinned beasts. He was using the very sword the duchess had insisted they carry down out of the mountains to return to Vanx Malic.
Zeezle jabbed with an indescribable quickness and the ogre clutched at its guts. Then the Zythian booted it back off the landing. It toppled into the rest of the up-charging band, causing them to tumble into a tangle on the landing below.
With his good arm, Prince Russet dragged the Zythian into the hall and slammed the door. Beyond the barrier, the muffled, high-pitched screech of something other than an ogre came to them. The ogres then began to scream and howl out in pain and fear.
“What in the hells was that?” the prince asked the Zythian as he motioned for him to help push the chest back in place.
“Your sister,” Zeezle responded between gasping breaths. “She’s loose.”
“Get back over here, boy,” Quazar shouted hoarsely. “You’re right in Orphas’s way.”
Zeezle and the prince sprinted to where Gallarain was comforting her babbling maid behind the chrome-capped mage.
“There has to be a way to get us down,” Quazar said more to himself than anyone else. “There is nowhere below that I can see as safe.”
“Why not go up?” the surprisingly calm duchess offered. “There’s a hatch in the service pantry just big enough for a man to fit through. Those monsters won’t be able to come up through it.”
“You’re sure it’s there?” Quazar asked, knowing that if they could at least get out of the reach of the ogres for a time, he might figure a way out of this fix.
“I’m positive,” she replied curtly. “I spent many a summer exploring this place as a girl. Your predecessor, Master Gaiman, used to take me up there at night and ogle my breasts while he taught me the constellations.”
Quazar paled. The absolute lack of discretion in the lady’s tone and the slightly suggestive look in her eyes caught him off guard, but only for a moment. As he located the hatch and sent Zeezle hobbling up onto the roof, he found that he had no doubt as to the root of Duke Martin’s problems. Without even trying, Gallarain Martin radiated sexuality. It was easy to see how so many had fallen under her spell. Unfortunately for the duke, no one bothered to clear the dungeon before the order to flee was called.
“Come along,” Zeezle called down to the wizard. “We’ve company up here of the welcome sort.”
The terrified scream of the duchess’s handmaid and the sound of breaking wood could be heard down the corridor. The ogres had regrouped and were bashing the door apart.
A brilliant flash of light erupted behind the group. “We’ve company down here, too, I’m afraid,” Quazar shouted up over the sound of Orphas’s spell. Then turning to the others, “Come on. Get up there. The prince goes first. No quibbling.”
In a matter of moments all of them were on the gravelly, flat rooftop of the stronghold’s main building with the half-dozen archers who’d been sent there earlier. The soldiers had a dejected look about them.
Quazar immediately began trying to assess the situation. “There’s no way down, then?” he asked them.
“There was,” the sergeant pointed to a long ladder that lay twisted and broken among the many corpses in the yard. “See the poor fellow whose legs are splayed backwards?” The soldier’s voice grew grim.
“That archer with the arrow stuck in his chest?” Quazar understood the tone now, for it was plainly a kingsman’s arrow that killed the man.
The sergeant nodded grimly. “That pack he’s holding was our rations for the day. He fell with yon ladder and lay mewling for half an hour before I ended his pain.” The soldier’s gaze slipped to some faraway place. “Was the hardest thing I ever had to do,” he sniffled. After a minute his eyes refocused on the wizard. “If we can’t go down the way you came up, then we’ll just have to go hungry and hope something breaks.”
“I can retrieve the pack,” said Orphas. “At least we’ll have some food while we wait these creatures out.”
The pack fidgeted on the ground and then shot up toward them. It went right into Orphas’s outstretched hands. This caused the archers to gasp in awe and fear, and afterward they showed no small amount of unease.
“I guess I was wrong, Quazy.” Orphas hefted the bag with a dry snort. It looked as though it weighed very little. “We’ll definitely be hungry while we wait. Do we really starve these men so?”
Around them, as far as the eye could see, in every open space and avenue, in every market square and garden-yard, ogres bashed and smashed and wandered about in packs. What was once the realm’s most formidable outpost had been reduced to little more than rubble.
In the distance they could see the myriad longboats and trawlers out in the bay ferrying the common folk to safety. It was a bitter relief. Quazar also noticed that the king’s personal banner wasn’t flying on his ship’s mast. Knowing old King Oakarm, the man was probably down in the caverns helping the people get away. The fact that the king wasn’t secure, though, made his duty all the more important. If Ravier Oakarm died, then Russet was the King of Parydon. At all costs it was his, Orphas’s, and the soldiers’ duty to keep the prince alive.





As we sail across his sea,
we honor Nepton’s crown.
For if you cross old Nepton,
the waves will take you down.
– A sailor’s song


A group of ogres that hadn’t been distracted by the wizards’ magic didn’t deviate from their search for the demon statue that haunted their dreams. They roamed the stronghold’s corridors searching the rooms for the object of their desire as if it were the only thing that could sate their hunger.
The demon Raxxteriak had selected the more intelligent beasts while visiting their minds in their sleep, though intelligent isn’t how the demon would have described any of them. They were animals: primal, instinctual, and with little capability for logical decision making. They didn’t even consider splitting into groups and trying to cover two or three rooms at a time. They didn’t keep track of the turns and crossings they made in the halls, either. More than one room was ransacked several times over. All the while, most of their kindred raged in the outbuildings, stables and utility sheds.
Other ogres decided to explore the stronghold as well. In the ladies’ tower, where a decent amount of stitching took place, and bolt upon bolt of cloth was stored, a fire was started when the ogres knocked over candles that had been left burning. Built as a place to harbor the women in safety when the stronghold was under siege, it had no windows on the lower floors. The tall, cylindrical building soon filled with smoke. It leaked out of the upper vent windows, but nowhere else. Many of the ogres suffocated from the thick, noxious fumes of the silk, velvet, and blistering paint as it burned. The smoke began to roll out of the lower doorways into the courtrooms and meeting halls, filling that portion of the stronghold with an acrid stench as well.
The duke’s trial had been about to get underway when the great western gate was breached. It would have been a crowded affair. In an attempt to spare King Oakarm from the pressing crowd that usually accompanied such an assembly of frontier folk, the biggest room Dyntalla Stronghold boasted had been chosen. Coll’s statue had been carried down to the makeshift open-roofed hearing room in preparation for the event. Dyntalla’s ballroom sported a high vaulted ceiling with open sky-panels and suites with balconies that opened up both on the dance floor and on the giant forested park outside the room. Beyond the park was the silvery expanse of Dyntalla Bay.
With the people of Dyntalla not having many occasions to hold a true ball, the room was rarely used. It was used mainly on Yule’s Night when the children of the area came and lit a candle for Saint Crimson and made merry mischief on the ballroom floor.
The windows were all closed, but the heavy curtains that usually hung over them had been taken down and racks of folding chairs were pushed against one wall. The vast space was filled mostly with moonlight refracted to a soft golden hue by the haze of fire smoke that was seeping in from the doorways.
When the exploring band of ogres burst into the cavernous space and saw the bright half-moon shining on them, a pair of them howled out in delight. The others saw the object that had been in their dreams and started to topple it. None of the ogres, though, saw the other thing that was in the ballroom with them. Its hide was so slick and black, its movement so silent and imperceptible, that they didn’t even know they were being attacked until Gallarael had opened the guts and throats of at least half their number.
Raxxteriak watched on, peering through the eyes of the dying ogres to see what was happening. This blackened she-beast was as fierce as any of the ogres and obviously far more intelligent. She continually taunted them, drawing them into single combat before acrobatically crawling, climbing, and cartwheeling over them, ripping flesh and gashing vital areas as she went.
What was worse was that he couldn’t seem to get one of the few recovering creatures to pull out of its battle lust back into the dreamy urge that lulled them there in the first place.
The three remaining ogres were circling the dark thing now. Swirls of moonlit smoke roiled in the wake of their every move. Two of them were smart enough to keep her between them, while the third waited for her attention to be drawn.
Raxxteriak held back, jumping his vision from corpse to corpse, and back again, trying to get the best view of what was transpiring.
Gallarael launched herself at one of them and slashed with a raking claw, thus providing the opening for which the third ogre had been waiting. He came charging with arms closing like pincers to tackle the deadly foe.
An ear-splitting screech erupted, and a blurring shadow shot straight up from where she’d just crouched. The ogre’s arms closed on thin air and it went into a sliding tumble across the blood-slicked marble floor. By the time it gained its feet and turned back, there was only one of its kin left facing the creature. The other was writhing on the floor, howling and trying to reach back at the deep, bloody furrows running down its spine.
There was a moment of confusion and even fear when the demon’s essence managed to get through to the beast. Without another moment’s hesitation, and while the last of its companions was being ripped to bloody shreds, the ogre charged across the floor and shouldered over the statue of Coll.
There was no loud crash or sound of breaking stone, no muffled thump of Coll’s body striking the floor. Only a shadow of what Coll had been touched the tile and it was rapidly changing into something far more intimidating. Seeing this transformation, the ogre that had toppled the statue fled like a frightened deer.
Gallarael hissed at the thing the statue had become. It was ogreish in size and build, being well-muscled and over ten feet tall, but that was the only resemblance the demon had with the mountain creatures. Its head was bald and short-spiked yellow horns jutted from each temple. A larger single horn curled out and over its head from the base of its skull. Its skin was an angry red, and its bulging forearms were covered in gauntlets formed from some skeletal creature whose horny form fit perfectly around the demon’s wrist. It wore a long cloak and a loose-fitting vest made of some brownish-yellow-scaled creature’s hide. A codpiece of the same scaled material was strapped over its substantial groin by a wide leather belt from which dangled an assortment of twisted bones.
Its three toes and one heal nub were tipped with finger-length claws that were as black as jet and chipped at the tiles as they grasped the floor. The claws on its hands were as long as daggers.
The demon wasted no time lashing out at Gallarael. She tried to jump away from his grasp but she didn’t see the tail wrap her ankle and jerk her violently to the floor. She struggled to get loose, for every instinct in her entire ferocious countenance told her to flee this new monster, but she couldn’t break the grip.
The demon opened its fang-filled maw and bellowed out a hoarse laugh. “Maybe I’ll find time to breed you later, bitch. Right now I’ve a wizard or two to reap my vengeance upon.” He dropped her and before she hit the tile he kicked her halfway across the slippery floor. Her breathless body slid to a stop while a pair of wide, leathery wings opened up from under the cloak the demon wore. It started into a headlong run across the tiles. Half a heartbeat later, the only things left to show that it had even been there at all were a few bloodied claw prints and the icy cold residue its grasping tail had left on Gallarael’s skin.

After the explosion in the nearby building shook the wizard’s tower, Darbon helped Matty into Trevin’s sickroom and then barricaded the door with all he could find. The action had not only spared them from the exploring hordes of ogres that had been roaming the floors of Quazar’s domain, but from Gallarael’s deadly fury as well.
Trevin was still unconscious and had taken on a deathly grey pallor. Matty wasn’t much better off, but at least she was alert and somewhat mobile. Though hours had passed since the explosion, Darbon didn’t dare unblock the door. There were still beasts randomly roaming around. It was dark, and even if they got past the creatures, he could think of no real destination for them. The best they could do, he figured, was stay there and hope that somehow the kingdom’s troops regained the stronghold.
“Look,” Matty said weakly from the window she’d just unshuttered. “Half of the city is out in the bay.”
Thinking that she meant the sea was engulfing Dyntalla, Darbon went to see for himself. An audible sigh of relief escaped him when he saw what she was trying to convey.
Under the bright half-moon, two longboats were easing out toward a flotilla of ships. Barges, schooners and fishing trawlers of all sorts were bursting with people.
Darbon looked down at the body-strewn yard a few stories below them. Over by the stronghold’s main building he saw a ladder, but it was twisted and broken. The crumbled section of wall on the other side of it wouldn’t be easy to get over, not with the scattering of ogres still scavenging the dead. He doubted whether Matty could make it down, much less Trevin. Maybe he could go get help for them? If he could make it to the shore, he could swim out to the flotilla. Or maybe they could just…
The fluttering of wings overhead sent a chill of fear through him. His first thought was that it was a dragon, and he pulled his head quickly back inside. He decided the sound had been too insubstantial, too small to be a dragon, yet it was far too large to be any bird he could think of.
“What was that?” Matty asked in a hiss.
“I don’t know.” Darbon eased his head back out and looked up. Red flesh, dull yellow scales, and a long, twitching tail were attached to something sitting on the sill of the floor above theirs. A deep, throaty growl accompanied the sight and ice seemed to slide down his spine. He pulled his head back in a rush and almost bowled over Matty. He carefully swung the shutters closed. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s perched just above us.” What he didn’t say was that it radiated malice like a forge fire radiates heat. Searching the room, he was glad to find Trevin’s sword. He only wished he knew how to use it.

In the same huddle the demon had left her in on the ballroom floor, Gallarael was gathering her wits. The throbbing rage and instinctual urge to attack any and every living thing had been shattered by fear of the demon and the brutality of the blow with which he struck her. Now, memories and thoughts from the true Gallarael came filtering through the agony and confusion. What had she become? What was she? The fruity smell of a strange, erotic-looking flower lingered at the edges of her senses, and a man’s face, young and handsome, stirred feelings deep within her. The image filled her with a longing, a purpose beyond the murderous rage in which she’d been caught up.
“Trevin,” she hissed as she rose to her feet, and a vision of her claws tearing him apart assailed her heart like a hammer blow.





I picked a special flower
to make my Molly sing
and right after she kissed me
she said I want a ring.
– Parydon Cobbles


The demon’s late-night attack on the rooftop came as a total surprise. It had waited, perched on a window ledge high on Quazar’s tower, until the moon was starting below the western mountains. It used the deeper darkness of starlight to conceal its gliding approach and then struck with violent fury. Quazar was arguing with the sergeant of the archers over whether or not some of the men should try to make a run for the sea to get them some help. The wizard’s arms were splayed wide in an exasperated gesture when he took the vicious blow, but the sergeant felt the brunt of the damage.
With an ear-piercing battle shriek to instill fear in its intended victims, Raxxteriak swooped out of the starlit sky and with a clawed foot, latched onto the sergeant’s head. It twisted in mid-flight, kicking the wizard with its other claw.
The handmaid screamed out in horror as the blood and gore went fountaining from the sergeant’s neck stump and showered down over her sleeping form in a thick sheet. The others, save for the prince, woke in an instant, just in time to see the man’s body lurch a few steps like some headless marionette. Then he collapsed in a twitching heap.
One of the archers who had been on watch loosed an arrow. It sliced the demon across the hip and earned the flying hell-spawn’s full attention.
A blackened, three-digit claw pointed toward the soldier and a sizzling blue charge pulsed forth. The blast took the man clean off the roof and filled the air with the smell of brimstone.
Zeezle drew Vanx’s sword and charged the demon. He almost reached it before another blue pulse forced him to dive and roll. The Zythian felt pain shoot through his battered body, nearly causing him to lose his grip on the weapon he held, but he managed to get around the demon’s blast. With gritted teeth he forced himself back to his feet and made ready to charge at the thing again, should it pass low enough.
Orphas cast a spell. A spiral of glittering rose-colored energy moved casually through the air, arcing its path as it went so as to meet the demon. When it contacted the huge, caped beast, a surge of light the same shade of rose-red engulfed Raxxteriak. It seemed as if the big, red-fleshed demon simply started to glow.
The agonizing expression on its hellish face, and the loud bellowing howl it made as Orphas’s magic clenched its muscles into limb-curling knots, showed the truth of its predicament, though.
Strangely, even though its wings had stopped moving, the demon stayed suspended in the air, held in place by the wizard’s powerful spell. Just as the swollen veins in its neck seemed about to burst, it threw out its limbs with a triumphant howl. Orphas’s spell fizzled out, leaving the chrome-capped wizard staggering and unprotected.
The demon started for him, but banked a sharp turn with its leathery wings. Raxxteriak cast a different sort of spell down into the training yard. It hadn’t expected the second wizard, but welcomed the challenge he presented. Now the broken ladder below was piecing itself back together and a trio of ogres were rushing over to use it.
Finishing its arcing turn, the demon came back around to face Quazar. The white-haired wizard’s face was bleeding badly. One eye was a dangling ruin on his cheek, and a patch of scalp and brow was peeled over it, exposing skull, but Quazar didn’t waver. He stood in his own space on the roof with his chin out and his resolve set.
Hovering just above a sword’s reach, the demon eased closer to him.
“Remember me?” It hissed with manic glee on its devilish face. “I’m the simple Darkean you were clever enough to trap.” The demon rolled its shoulders, as if it were about to be in a fistfight in some tavern. It bobbed slowly up and down with its wing strokes and the sound of its crackling neck bones filling the night. “Now it’s time to repay the gesture, you pathetic fool.”
The demon let loose a blast, a radiating ball of white-hot power that violently forced everything before it a few feet backward. Quazar, three soldiers, and Orphas went down hard against the rooftop. The archer farthest from the blast’s epicenter went staggering over the parapet with a yelp. The force of the magic pressed the others down, pushing all the air from their lungs. The pressure threatened to crush them flat to the roof. Above them, the demon laughed again.
Duchess Gallarain and her maid huddled to the side against the knee-high parapet with the fever-racked, unconscious prince. His broken arm had become infected. Earlier, Orphas had spelled him to sleep so that Quazar could set the bone. The duchess had been tending him ever since. The maid squirmed, but even if Gallarain’s hand wasn’t firmly in place over her mouth the plump woman wouldn’t have uttered a sound.
Quazar could see Zeezle creeping up behind the demon. The yellow-eyed heathen was gaining speed and confidence with each step. The thing had calculated its hover to protect it from a human’s reach. It clearly hadn’t expected a Zythian to be among those it was terrorizing. Then Zeezle was leaping like a cat.
Quazar felt a rib snap. The magical shield he put in place over himself, just after his face had been ravaged, was feeble compared to the demon’s mighty works. Already, the body of one of the archers had caved, crushing his lungs. Quazar hadn’t seen it; he couldn’t roll to his side or turn his head, but the sound had been sickening. Without the aid of magic, neither of the remaining soldiers had a chance. To reinforce this, though, another crack of bone and crushing guts came to his ears.
Gasping in the last breath before the demon’s spell overpowered his own wizardry, he fought through his pain and cast another of his own. It wasn’t to defend himself, nor was it to attack the demon. It was a simple cloud of diversionary mist that would envelop and help conceal the prince and the duchess. He only hoped they were still huddled where they had been. He couldn’t roll his head over to see if they’d moved. Even if he could, his good eye was watering and blurred so badly now that he couldn’t have seen anything. He felt another rib snap, then another, and then his air was being forced out. He resisted with all he had until blackness came over him. The last thought that went through his mind was one of thanks and relief. He was happy to disappear into unconsciousness instead of feeling himself being crushed by the demon’s evil power.

Zeezle’s leaping thrust proved futile. With its powerful tail, at the very last second, the demon wrapped his sword arm and jerked him off course. A deep, rolling blast of laughter erupted as the thing pumped its wings hard. It lifted Zeezle up into the night with a violent yank. Higher and higher they went, the unnatural force threatening to rip the Zythian’s arm from its socket.
“You like to leap like a cat, Zyth?” The demon chuckled under its breath. “We’re about to see if you can land like one.”
Zeezle’s heart hammered through his chest as he looked down. The rooftop was but a tiny rectangle among many now. They were far above it. The entire city, from the edge of the crowded bay to the outer wall, was plainly visible below him. There was no way to survive a fall from even a tenth of this height and Zeezle knew it. He did know some spells that might slow him, but nothing that would save him from the impact.
Zeezle realized he still had Vanx’s sword in his grip. He decided to use it to cut his own throat as soon as the demon let him drop. It would be a better death, his own death. He looked back up at the monster and snarled out a laugh. Letting go of the sword with his tail-wrapped hand, he caught the hilt with his other. Then, with a twisting slash, he was falling, an arm’s length of the demon’s tail still wrapped firmly around his arm.
The demon roared out. For a few long moments it dropped into a free-fall. With effort, it mastered itself and caught air into its wings again. Zeezle saw this as he twisted and rolled in the open sky. A snarl of vengeance coming over its visage, it laid back its wings and dove after him.
A moment later, just as Zeezle tried to run Vanx’s blade across his neck, the demon caught him. The sword went spinning away and Zeezle felt sharp, crushing claws gripping into a shoulder. The tumble turned into a sweeping glide. Zeezle felt a fist wrap a handful of his long hair into a knot. He was hauled up before the demon’s gaze by its powerful arms and dangled there. He felt his locks beginning to rip free from his scalp.
With slow, agonizing wing-thrusts, the demon lifted them back into the heavens. Zeezle instinctually clasped his hands around the demon’s wrist to keep his hair from ripping free.
The demon finally stopped them in a hover and turned its fanged maw into a grin. They were so far above the ground that Zeezle felt as if he might be able to reach out and touch a star.
“I should pluck you apart limb by limb,” the demon said, spraying bits of spittle across Zeezle’s face. “But no, I think I’ll drop you again, and just before you smash, I’ll catch you.” The demon laughed heartily at the idea of dropping the terrified Zythian over and over again. Then Zeezle smiled and the look obviously confounded the demon.
Zeezle was certain his eyes were playing tricks on him. But after blinking, he knew he was seeing what he was seeing. The simple impossibility of it caused him to belt out a laugh of his own.
“What is funny?” the demon raged. “Are you daft?”
Zeezle removed his hands from the demon’s wrist.
“I must be!” he yelled. He then put his feet against the demon’s chest, shoved himself out of its grasp, and went tumbling away toward the distant earth.





On an old barrel keg
in the shade I’ll be,
if Molly comes around
looking for me.
– Parydon Cobbles


The demon started to dive after Zeezle, but the thunderous roar and the blinding orange heat of hellfire exploded from right behind him. As it spun to defend itself, Pyra’s fiery breath engulfed the demon. Then her massive jaws snapped shut over his smoldering form.
“Mmmm!” Pyra swallowed with a pleased-sounding rumble. “Is this the ogre flesh you speak of?” Her tone was hopeful.
“No, mighty Fire Queen,” Vanx called out to her with both his mind and his voice. “I know not what that was, but it is a well-loved friend that is still plummeting.”
Understanding Vanx’s comment, Pyra angled into a streaking dive. The force of the air against him threatened to rip Vanx from her huge, plated neck. At Vanx’s chest, the pup gave out a displeased yelp and then pulled his little head down into the papoon. The blurry wind dampened Vanx’s eyes, but he could see the stronghold slowly taking shape below. The sun was pushing its way up out of the sea to the east and a pinkish-lavender glow threw long shadows westward from the ships and the taller towers down there. Searching the sky frantically, he looked for Zeezle, but the wind in his face and Pyra’s spiraling course kept him from it.
He heard Zeezle, though. Over the rushing of the air, a long scream cut through the sky. Using his ears to locate the sound, he found his friend with his eyes. In the last few seconds they had grown impossibly close to the earth. So close, in fact, that Vanx felt his hope plummet to his bowels. Already Zeezle was at the level of the tower tops and there seemed to be no way Pyra could pull up and keep from crushing both of them headlong into the ground. All Vanx could do was clench his eyes shut and pray that in death his friend would find his way into the Goddess’s favor, and that Pyra could somehow pull them out of their headlong dive into the city of Dyntalla.

Matty stifled a scream, but not completely. Darbon was sure he’d made a yelp of his own. The sudden crash of force against the barricaded sickroom door had come as a total surprise.
Darbon scrabbled for Trevin’s sword. He had been sleeping next to Matty on the floor, waiting for the thing on the windowsill to leave so that they might use a curtain rod, one of the drapes, and the light of day to flag the ships in the bay for help.
Something crashed into the door again, this time into the heap of furniture before it gave way as the upper half of the panel cracked apart loudly. The grunting, growling sound of feral determination came through to them. An ogre was now smashing the debris out of the doorway in order to get at them.
Darbon didn’t hesitate. He charged forth and launched wildly into the doorframe with the sword. He saw a glint of sharpened steel and felt the graze of movement slide by his head, but the sensation of Trevin’s sword puncturing into and through the beast drew all his focus.
The ogre grunted and gasped out a gurgling, raspy spray, and then Darbon felt it fall away. He held fast to the sword and found that he had to pull with some effort to get it out of the creature.
“He’s done,” he said as he eased back over to comfort Matty. Only when the butt end of a wooden spear shaft caught him in the chest did he realize that something was wrong.
“Matty?” he asked, the sword clattering to the floor as he dropped to his hands and knees and eased over to her silent form.
“Luurrv,” she gurgled through a mouthful of foaming blood. The thrown spear had gone completely through her.
“It’s all right,” Darbon lied. He cradled her head in his lap and fought back his tears. “It’s going to be all right.”
“Luurv summon…”
“Shhh,” he said gently. He knew she was going to die. “It’s all right.”
“Pno.” Her coughing attempt to speak sprayed blood across his face. “Ear me, Darb-b-by,” she gurgled faintly. The strength of her will was fading. She would say to him what she wanted to say, and he would remember it always.
“Love someone, Darbuuuun,” she finally managed to whisper. “Luurv.” And with that, the final gleam of life in her eyes faded, leaving Darbon in darkness.
For a long time, Darbon was so caught up in his grief that he didn’t notice the other creature that came into the chamber; at least not until the faint traces of dawn’s light penetrated the cracks in the shutters and outlined the sleek black figure huddled over Trevin’s body.

Orphas had fought and killed the first ogre to climb the ladder and top the parapet. The second, though, was keeping his distance and standing guard over the ladder top so its companions could come up.
Duchess Gallarain had braved the open roof to try to pull Quazar’s still limp form over to the slight cover she and her maid had been using to watch over the prince. Unwittingly, by doing so, she had broken the spell Quazar cast over them, the spell that had been keeping them hidden.
She thought the old white-haired wizard dead at first, but a labored gasp for air that sounded wheezy and wet told her otherwise.
Faint traces of rosy yellow illumination broke the horizon and cast an eerie glow across the roof. Everyone was throwing long shadows.
Not far away, Orphas sent a white, sizzling blast that was so bright that it momentarily erased dawn’s light completely. It also obliterated the ogre by the ladder.
A grunted series of muffled curses followed the heavy thumping of bodies on the ground in the flash-blinded moments afterward. The duchess tried to see through squinted eyes, but only splotches of sapphire and ruby, and crazy white star bursts were visible. Beside her, her maid lay hugged around the prince, sobbing. It was no protective gesture; it was for the selfish comfort of knowing that she was holding on to something that wasn’t trying to kill and eat her.
“Augg,” Orphas yelled from beneath the limp body of a soldier the last of the rooftop ogres hurled onto him. “My lady, defend thyself,” the chrome-capped wizard managed to get out of his mouth. “Protect the prince.”
The huge, lumbering form of the ogre eased toward them, filling the duchess’s bright-burned eyes with shadow. Slapping with intense, brutal, openhanded blows, she swatted the maid apart from the prince so that she could draw his sword. As soon as the blade cleared the scabbard, the maid latched back onto Russet Oakarm as if he were the only thing floating in a storm-raged sea.
“I can’t see,” Gallarain cursed as she jabbed the sword out wildly toward the looming shadows before her. She didn’t know it, but the ogre was a good three paces out of range yet. Seeing the blade, it eased to the side, fighting to keep its blood-lusting excitement contained.
“Hold it off for just another moment.” Orphas grunted his way out from under the soldier’s corpse. “I’m coming.”
“I can’t see!” the duchess yelled more forcefully.
The ogre avoided her feeble swipe and managed to latch onto a leg. It wasn’t the duchess who it clutched, though.
The maid squealed out in terrified fright. The prince, her lifeline, was being pulled away from her by the dark beast. With a series of frantic, vicious kicks, brought on by nothing more than panic, she landed half a dozen blows along the ogre’s shoulder and arm.
With something akin to a snort of disdain, the beast let go of the prince’s leg and caught hold of her thrashing ankle.
A thin, keening shriek followed as the ogre brutally slung the maid away from the parapet. She landed with a yell-stopping thud in a broken-legged sprawl and began mewling incoherent sobs.
The duchess jabbed at the dark shape she could now make out beside her. The point of the prince’s sword found flesh, but only just broke the ogre’s green-tinted skin.
Orphas staggered to his feet and took a moment to take in the scene.
Standing with one of its huge feet on Prince Russet’s chest, the hulking ogre seethed at Duchess Gallarain. The duchess was in an uncertain crouch, making another jab at the thing. She’d stabbed it once, in the lower abdomen, just above its exposed nest of matted pubic hair. The beast looked none too pleased by the painful wound and fearlessly slapped the sword away when it came near. Its brutal blow sent the blade spinning out over the parapet wall. To Orphas’s great surprise, the duchess didn’t turn and flee. Instead, she let out a guttural battle yell and squared off with the massive beast as if to brawl with it.
Movement behind him caused Orphas to spin around, but he wasn’t quick enough. One of the two ogres that had scaled the ladder while he and the others were occupied nearly took his head off with a smashing fist. As he spun back around from the power of the blow he saw the duchess flailing and kicking out wildly. The beast had her lifted up by the hair and was sinking its jagged yellow teeth into her neck. Then it froze and looked up. As unconsciousness slowly rolled over Orphas’s mind, something huge and as red as the bloody pool under his cheek went streaking by at an impossible speed. He had no idea what it could be, but the fear it instilled in him made him want to flee.





I’m off to make a fool of a fool,
and a fool of a kingdom too.
I might lose my head to the kingsman’s ax,
but I’ll try to fool him too.
– The King of Fools


Vanx, with his eyes clenched shut, suddenly felt his body being pressed downward against the dragon’s back so hard that he feared his legs might be split around its great girth. He found he was fighting to keep from crushing the pup between his chest and the big triangular plate jutting up before him. He chanced a peek and saw the buildings and towers of Dyntalla streaking past them in a blurry whir. The sight was only a partial relief.
They were no longer flying toward the ground. They were skimming across the rooftops like a seagull skims the waves. Trying to look up without having his head ripped away backward, Vanx caught a brief glimpse of Zeezle’s blue dragonskin coat sparkling as it came tumbling toward them in a tangle of shiny hair, glittery sapphire scales, and skewed limbs. Then he went down past the dragon’s horned head and out of view.
When Pyra rolled her great bulk over, Vanx didn’t dare look down. The last thing he wanted to see was the splattered ruin of his lifelong friend. Just as quickly, Pyra canted back and threw out her wings. All this happened just in time for her to worm her body, like a snake slithering through the air, around a large building and up and over the stronghold’s wall. Then they were gliding over the rectangular farm plots spread out inside the larger, outer wall. Through the tears that were filling his eyes, Vanx noticed that most of the ranch houses were smoldering ruins. Pens that only a week ago were full of sheep or cattle were now littered with half-ruined carcasses. A pride of skittish haulkattens, feeding on the fallen herd animals, scattered like birds from a meal when the dragon swept over them.
When they glided over the great outer wall, Vanx saw the ruin of the western gate. Had they all been killed? Was he too late to save Gallarael? A wave of helplessness washed over him. He hadn’t made it in time. He’d failed.
From below, a somewhat breathless but insistent voice came calling up at him. It took a few moments for the sound to register in Vanx’s troubled mind.
“Go back! Vanx, send her back.” It was Zeezle yelling from where he was firmly gripped in one of Pyra’s great claws. “Back to the stronghold! We can still save Quazar and Prince Russet from the ogres.”
“Ogres?” Pyra hissed excitedly.
Hope flared to life within Vanx once again. “Yes, ogres,” he reassured her. “By the looks of it, there are enough of them around to keep your belly full for a year or two. And by the grace of the Goddess, you beautiful, magnificent, sleek, flying wonder, you deserve the feast of a lifetime.”

On the rooftop, the ogre dangling the duchess’s now half-naked body tossed her to the side, her full, pink-nippled breasts no longer able to hold its attention. She had torn open her gown and exposed them, hoping that they would delay the creature’s savage bite. Amazingly, the sight of her plump tits had done just that.
The ogre was rushing to the ladder now, jostling for position with another ogre. This one was dragging the limp maid by her well-chewed leg. It was reluctant to turn her loose, but once the first ogre started down, it did. Something else had captured their attention, something that overrode all of their instinct to feed on the bodies of the humans they’d conquered. It was the very same power that brought them there in the first place.
The Blood Stone was dangling from a length of heavy silver chain Vanx had found, on a jeweler’s spool, among Pyra’s vast treasure hoard. They’d struck a bargain. The Blood Stone in exchange for her help. The tiny rock was smaller than the links of chain that now held it around her massive neck, but its power radiated in such a way that it caused the Queen of Dragon Isle to beam with delight.
Pyra came thumping to a hover just over the stronghold rooftop. From all over Dyntalla the ogres started streaming mindlessly into the courtyard below.
Deftly, Pyra snatched the last ogre up as he turned from the ladder to come back toward the Blood Stone. There was a rumbling gout of fire and the sound of sizzling meat, and then the crunching of bones followed. After that there was a long, low, purring of delight. “Mmmm, yessss,” she hissed. “Much better than orcs and fish.”
“Thank you, your radiance,” Zeezle said with a flourishing bow after she dropped him onto the roof. “I owe you my life.”
“You owe your life to your friend,” Pyra hissed. She lowered her huge head closer to the rooftop so that Vanx could dismount. “Our bargain is done, emerald eyes.”
“Yup,” Vanx agreed as he tried to remain standing on legs as solid as water. “But there is one more favor I would ask of you before you start your feast.”
“What is this favor?” Pyra cocked her massive head curiously.
“Fly to the west, toward the mountains, and draw the ogres out of the city before you start roasting them.”
The pup wiggled its head out of the papoon, took one look at the dragon, and let out a peal of savage barks.
The dragon roared out a deep, resounding laugh, sending a cloud of black smoke from its snout. “It is done,” Pyra said as she lifted herself up higher above the rooftop.
Vanx gave her a respectful bow and when he raised his eyes back skyward she was already banking away. He watched her only long enough to realize that someone was insistently calling out his name.
“Vanx! Oh my beautiful Vanx Malic,” Duchess Gallarain called as she ran across the rooftop toward him. “I knew you’d come and save me.” Her exposed breasts bounced with her footfalls, vacating his mind of all sensible thought. Before he knew what was happening he was wrapped up in her arms, her lips kissing his face again and again and again. Her huge, soft breasts pressed so hard against him that he thought she might crush the pup. When he looked down he had to laugh, for even the pup seemed comforted by the feel of them.
“I thought you were dead,” she cried out in a mixture of relief and anguish. “After what happened to Gallarael, I couldn’t bear the thought that you gave your life for nothing.”
“Where is she?” Vanx asked, his mind suddenly jolted back to the moment. “I’ve got a bottle of dragon’s blood right here.”
“She is… She is… Oh, Vanx,” the duchess cried as she clutched him all the tighter, causing the pup to yelp and squirm.
“She may be beyond help,” Zeezle said from where he was crouched over the duchess’s maid. “The fire wyrm blood we returned with somehow changed her into something wild.”
“Olden Pak and Pyra both said that this blood can reverse the destruction of the fang-flower venom.”
“We had the blood of a fire breather. I know because I pricked her myself.”
“Is it true?” The duchess pulled back and looked into Vanx’s eyes from an arm’s length away. What she saw in them clearly filled her with hope.
Using the moment to free itself, the pup nearly dove out of the papoon toward the rooftop. Vanx saved it from a fall and absently sat it by his feet. Without even bothering to sniff out a good place, the pup moved a few feet away, hunched its little body and relieved itself.
“It’s not a matter of whether the blood will save her or not,” said Zeezle, trying not to laugh at the little dog’s lack of modesty. He might have done the same thing had there not been so many injuries to tend and so many eyes upon him. The two falls and the wild ride in Pyra’s claws had scared him so completely that he was surprised he didn’t have a load in his britches. “It’s a matter of catching hold of her without being killed. She tore Trevin up bad and put a set of stripes across Darbon’s face.”
“She hurt Trevin?” Vanx asked with amazement. “But she loves him more than anything.”
“And he still loves her.” Zeezle averted his eyes from the duchess’s breasts. In all his life he’d never been attracted to a human female, yet he had no problem understanding how Vanx had gotten caught up in this mess. “There will be time to catch her later.” Zeezle pointed toward the bodies of Quazar and Prince Russet, then across the roof where Orphas was trying to roll over onto his side. “We’ve plenty to worry about for the moment.”
Vanx nodded and surprised himself by somehow pulling his attention away from Duchess Gallarain.

Quazar had several broken ribs. Orphas had a nasty wound where the edge of his chrome skullcap had cut into his scalp. Prince Russet hadn’t been injured any further than the broken arm, and the spells the two wizards cast on it had gone far toward eradicating the infection.
The duchess’s maid had a huge bite taken out of her thigh and had lost enough blood to make the wound a serious one. With Zeezle and Orphas’s hovering about, though, the bleeding had been stopped and the bite cleansed of the filth from the ogre’s mouth.
The ogre horde was leaving Dyntalla Stronghold in a stampede, drawn westward by the pull of Pyra’s new prize. They seemed unconcerned about what awaited them. Vanx could only guess what the fiery slaughter would be like. He was just glad that his friends, or at least most of them, had survived the whole ordeal.
Later in the evening, after the prince woke to find that Vanx had not only survived on Dragon Isle, but had returned on the Fire Queen’s back to save the city, he ordered Orphas to send a message to the king that it was safe to return. By the next morning the people of Dyntalla were streaming back by the boatload to begin the daunting task of burying the dead and rebuilding all that had been destroyed.
In the afternoon Darbon was found wandering the halls, covered in blood, and babbling on about Matty, Trevin, and Gallarael. After he was calmed and the story was drawn out of him, Vanx, Zeezle, and Orphas found the sleek, black-skinned form of Gallarael Martin curled protectively around the lover she had nearly killed.
Orphas spelled her into a deep sleep from the doorway, and then Vanx followed Quazar’s instructions and gave her a dose of the potion rendered from Pyra’s blood—blood a blue dragon had drawn during its aerial battle with the queen dragon, blood that had been bathed for most of a night under the full light of Aur and her dancing stars.
Zeezle helped a pair of soldiers clear the doorway so that Matty’s corpse could be carried out and another bed dragged in. The potion started working immediately on Gallarael’s body, but both wizards agreed that it would take quite a while for it to completely reverse the changes the other mixture had caused, if it even worked at all. No one had any idea how all of this would affect her unborn child.

While this was going on, the emaciated and infuriated Duke of Highlake, who had escaped being an ogre’s meal only because the door to his cell refused to completely give way, found the king’s ear. Now he sat, filthy and stinking, in a small yet opulent chamber shoveling hot bread and salted pork down his gullet between gulping sips of wine.
The king heard the short version of what happened from his son, but heard no real proof that Humbrick Martin had ordered the attack on the caravan. For all he knew, it was in fact true what Duke Martin was telling him, that lovestruck Commander Aldine had given the order, and had later poisoned himself out of guilt or fear of punishment.
In fact, the king didn’t have much choice in the matter. Kingdom law, written by his own father, dictated that he would have to oversee not only one, but two trials, for Humbrick Martin refused to let the fact that Vanx Malic was still his slave be forgotten.
With much regret in his voice, and a sigh of frustration, King Oakarm ordered the half-blooded Zythian to be taken into custody. He had the decency and foresight, at least, to let his son carry out the order and allow Vanx to be housed under the prince’s guard in the finest guest room Duke Elmont’s stronghold had left intact.





I’m off to make a fool of a fool,
and a fool of a duke as well.
Only a fool can fool a fool,
But with a duke’s wits who can tell?
– The King of Fools (as sung by Vanx Malic)


Since one trial could render the other pointless, the accusations against Duke Martin would be heard first, and quickly. The people of Dyntalla considered Vanx a hero. With Duchess Gallarain, Darbon, and with the help of the wizards, they made that opinion perfectly clear to the king. If Duke Martin was found guilty of any of his crimes he would lose his title and all of his property, including his slaves. They would revert to the Crown. The king could then grant Vanx’s freedom and honor his deeds properly. If Duke Martin somehow proved the charges against himself false, then he would retain his title and holdings and a new hearing would commence. The second trial would determine if Vanx’s actions after the attack on the caravan constituted those of an escaped slave, or something else. Needless to say, the king, and everyone else in Dyntalla, wanted to avoid the second event. Not only because Vanx had saved thousands and thousands of lives, but because the penalty for escaping slavery was a one-way visit to the headsman’s block. No one wanted to see the hero’s head roll, or the riots that would follow such an action.
It took a few days to clear out the corpses and restore the stronghold’s rooms to a presentable state. In that time, Prince Russet went over some of the laws and customs of Parydon Court. A lot of them were just common sense, but enough of the details covering the accusations of the kingdom’s higher nobility caused Vanx to ask for an advocate. Prince Russet agreed to do the job, and not one, but both of the royal wizards were delighted to serve as assistants. Vanx appreciated the help, but decided to read all of the kingdom law he could while he waited for the hearings.
He was disappointed to read that he couldn’t fight Duke Martin in single combat. Slaves in Parydon had almost no rights at all, other than food and shelter—not even the right to fight for themselves.
None of them gave Duke Martin the slightest chance of convincing the king that he hadn’t ordered the attack on the caravan or conspired with the deceased demon, Coll, to kill and frame Commander Aldine for the deed, but just in case, they did their duty as Vanx’s advocates and prepared a case for his defense that made his exploits look exactly like the selfless acts of heroism they were. It was a good thing, too, for in his life Duke Martin had studied the kingdom’s law well. He was as prepared to defend himself as any man could ever have been.

The hearing began in the crowded ballroom one morning about a week after Vanx and Pyra had returned from Dragon Isle. The accuser—in this case, accusers—were both still bedridden. Duke Elmont and Quazar stood at a podium in their stead, but Gallarael and Trevin had been allowed to attend. They were both laid out on divans facing the king’s throne-like seat of judgment and Duke Martin’s podium.
The king had to order silence in the great hall because Prince Russet and a pair of armed soldiers were now escorting Vanx into the ballroom. The applause, whistling, and voracious cheers were so loud that the king had to scream over them to be heard. Once the crowd quieted, and the room was calm enough to begin, the king didn’t dally.
“What is Humbrick Martin, my appointed Duke of Highlake,” the king paused a beat here and glared at Duke Martin as he finished the title. “…the Guardian of the High Mountain Road, and a keeper of Parydon’s trust, charged with?” The king’s tone was rather harsh. The disruptive crowd and the words Duchess Gallarain had whispered in his ear at the royal breakfast table this morning had his blood past the point of boiling.
She’d told the king that she knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that her husband had been reaping a profit from the bandits attacking the caravans along High Mountain Road, but she had no proof. “It’s been going on for years, Majesty,” she’d said. “He has not a bit of respect for the kingdom or the king that gave him all that he has. If he had, he wouldn’t be always conspiring to take more.”
Back in the courtroom, Duke Elmont read from a parchment, dutifully doing his best to show no emotion. “Sixteen cases of incidental murder, conspiring to kill workable slaves, conspiring with bandits for profit, conspiring to kill Commander Aldine with a suspected Darkean, who later proved to be a full-fledged servant of hell, attempting to sexually molest a prisoner in the Dyntalla dungeon…” This was followed by a round of disgusted, grunting laughter so that that Duke Elmont had to raise his voice to speak over. Then he added, “Not only once as a visitor, but again while being detained in a cell.”
Duke Martin visibly paled at the mention of Matty slamming the steel slot door closed on his manhood. He would never forget the intensity of that pain. His cock was still raw and tender, not to mention the fact that it burned terribly when he took a piss. He decided he’d heard enough, though, and spoke firmly over the duke. “Your Majesty, is this redundant reciting of manufactured lies and secondhand information really necessary?”
The room fell into silence as everyone strained to hear what Duke Martin had to say for himself. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Highness,” Duke Martin continued with a proper bow of respect, “are not both of my accusers kingdom criminals themselves? Your own father’s hand wrote the amendment, and I quote: No nobleman may be accused of a crime by a convicted kingdom criminal. Let an accuser of nobility be only of a reliable and honest nature, and free of guilt themselves.”
Humbrick Martin beamed at his wife’s sneering scowl. He then looked back up at the king, feigning humility. “I’m not even sure why we’re all here, Your Majesty.”
“Who could question the honesty and reliability of the accusers?” Duke Elmont snapped, but Quazar let out a sigh and looked dejectedly down at his curl-toed slippers.
“Why, I can,” Duke Martin answered jovially. With his hands clasped behind his back he left his podium and began pacing as he spoke. He’d gained most of his weight back over the last few days, and strode the floor brimming with pride and confidence. His boots made soft peeling sounds as they lifted from the floor. There were no visible blood stains left, but a sticky residue still remained from where Gallarael had ravaged the ogres who toppled the statue of Coll.
“Trevin Carrimore was placed in his position as a guard inside my house. His only duty was to protect my wife and daughter.” He dropped a hand and glanced a quick, accusing peek at King Oakarm. “Gallarael’s virginity was not his to take, nor was her heart. The accusations of a duty-shirker, a young man who used his position to seduce and violate a noble-born princess of the realm, cannot be considered in this matter. It is law.”
“But it was a consensual coupling,” Duchess Gallarain blurted from where she was sitting. “I approved the relationship. I am her mother.”
Duke Martin paused in his pacing and grinned at her displeasure.
“Not now,” King Oakarm boomed. “We will hear this… this man out. He was just about to tell us what crime his own daughter is guilty of.”
The slow peeling of Duke Martin’s boot soles as he resumed his pacing filled the silence. “As we’ve all been told by the rumormongers, our precious little Gallarael hasn’t been herself of late. Wasn’t she recently transformed into some vicious beast, just as they say my advisor Coll was? Are not all of you now guilty of consorting with a demon?” The crowd gasped at the revelation. “You are all as guilty as you say I am,” Duke Martin went on. “Trevin, the duty-shirker, is he not still on the brink of death from one of Gallarael’s hellacious attacks? What of the poor apprentice smithy whose face she ruined?”
“This is preposterous!” Duke Elmont blurted out. “She was infected by the fang flower and then the dragon’s blood, poisons, not the lord of darkness. She…”
“That is a matter to be investigated in her criminal hearings, Lord Elmont, not at mine.” Duke Martin turned to face King Oakarm then. “Beyond that, she was in the caravan in the first place to help free one of my slaves against my will. That alone is crime enough to render her accusations impotent. So you see, Highness, this hearing is a farce at best.”
“A farce indeed!” the king boomed. He threw an accusing finger out, pointing at Duke Martin, who looked to have been expecting this reaction. “Technicalities of the kingdom’s law be damned, man. There are a dozen more accusers waiting in the hallway, Humbrick. Do you have enough wit to thwart them all?”
“I’ve no doubt those who seek to destroy my honor will eventually find one I cannot.” He shook his head disdainfully. “That is why I’m requesting your consent to invoke my right to divine judgment. It will save us a lot of time.” The crowd’s whispering began to grow into a murmur. “Let the gods decide my innocence or guilt.”
The king sat back in disbelief. He let the crowd mumble while he considered the request. If Humbrick was fool enough to face the same swordsman who defied the odds against a half-dozen ogres to help Russet and his men break free of the Wildwood, then so be it. The Duke of Highlake was a well-trained and well-disciplined swordsman, but if only half of what Russet had told him was true, then Duke Martin didn’t stand a chance against Vanx Malic.
Prince Russet was already standing to protest when his father granted the request. As soon as he got his words out his son’s voice filled the hall. “A slave cannot fight a noble,” the prince called out, but Vanx pulled him down by the sleeve and the crowd noise drowned out his next words. Vanx drew the prince closer and whispered something into his ear and then repeated his words to Orphas. The now cloth-capped wizard chuckled under his breath and then hurried over to Duchess Gallarain and whispered something to her. A moment later she stood and urged the crowd to silence. With an expression full of contempt, she worked between the other attendees and over to her husband. “You are a fool, Humbrick,” she said. “He will gut you like a pig. He is half your age, twice as strong, and three times the lover you will ever be.”
Duke Martin chuckled again. “Don’t worry your nasty old cunt about it, love,” he spat. “As a Parydon noble I invoke my right to choose a champion to fight in my stead.”
With that, the crowd burst once again into murmuring chaos.
“Who do you choose, then?” King Oakarm demanded over the noise.
“My champion should know that once he kills his opponent, thus proving my innocence by the unarguable will of the gods, he will be granted his substantial weight in silver and a generous stead from my own holdings along the protected shore of Highlake.”
“Yes, yes, yes, Humbrick,” Duchess Gallarain said with an urgent, worrisome tone in her voice. “But who will this champion be?”
“Why, the most notorious of all the mountain men; a man who has slain a dozen rock trolls and twice as many ogres as he has grizzly bears; a man whose name strikes fear and respect in all who hear it.” Duke Martin strode over to the witness area and, with a flourishing of his hands, indicated his sizeable man by flipping back his hood. “May I present my champion, Kavin ‘Bearfang’ Karcher.”
A deflated “ooooh” swept through the room. The duchess dropped her head, crestfallen, for “Bearfang” was twice Vanx’s size and as dangerous as any man had ever been. Even if Vanx managed to kill him, he would probably be maimed or crippled in the process.
She looked across the room at her lover, tears of apology pooling in her eyes. They spilled over and ran down her cheeks, but to her great dismay, Vanx seemed pleased with this turn of events. Amazingly, his emerald eyes were sparkling, and across his face spread a pearly grin of delight.





“It is a shame that justice is seldom served true. Many a man wrongly takes the blame of another. Some wrongs are never remembered long, muchless righted. We as noble born must try our very best to follow the laws written, for by their obtuse rigidity comes order.”
– King Maliver Oakarm


Darbon helped Zeezle work through the crowd to where Vanx stood grinning like a guilty cat. All around them people cringed and shook their heads with doubt. The prince and Orphas were conferring quickly, both clearly thinking that Vanx’s little scheme had backfired. None of them thought that Vanx could best Bearfang, at least not without taking some crippling wound himself. The mountain man fought and killed ogres by himself in the Highlake Range for a living.
The duchess found Gallarael and was stroking her daughter’s hair while fighting tears of worry. Even the king was in the ear of his royal advisors, questioning the legality of all that was about to transpire.
“Let me be your champion.” Zeezle squeezed between the prince’s guards, his golden eyes wide with concern. “He is no match for my abilities.”
“I beat you like a daisymaid when we were but children, Zee,” Vanx laughed. “Just after I thrummed your big brother, no less. I appreciate the gesture, my friend, but I have another trick up my sleeve here.”
Zeezle smiled at the memory of his brother being granted his choice of weapons from the table for a single combat with Vanx at the Fairy Festival so long ago. Dorlan made his choice and then Vanx asked the Elders if he could choose any weapon he wanted. The Elders replied “yes” and Vanx chose the sword right out of Dorlan’s hands. He then discarded the weapon and proceeded to beat Dorlan senseless with his hands and feet.
When it was Zeezle’s turn to face him at the Fairy Festival, Zeezle declined the offer to choose weapons first. Vanx only shrugged, took a dull but stout wooden practice sword from the table, and made ready.
Seeing that it wouldn’t be wise to use Vanx’s trick, Zeezle took up a real sword, but it did him little good. He spent months recovering from the battle. Sometimes when he woke in the morning he still felt ghosts of all those lumps about his head and shoulders. If Vanx said he had something up his sleeve, then Zeezle didn’t doubt him. In fact it only made the Zythian more curious to see how this was all about to play out. If it went bad, he wasn’t about to let these people harm his friend. They were Zythian, and kingdom law meant little.
“We will find a way to put a stop to this,” Prince Russet said. “Bearfang’s axe is too brutal a weapon for you to face. I have a mind to…”
“No, Russet.” Vanx patted him on the shoulder. “You don’t understand. This is how I want it. Escort me down to the floor so that I can speak with your father and that fool of a duke.”
The crowd parted anxiously as the princely procession wormed its way to the ballroom floor. Duke Martin had already sent two pages to retrieve Bearfang’s gear. Before them a circle of space was opening up before the king. A battle, it seemed, was going to take place right here and now.
As Vanx positioned himself before the king, Prince Russet ordered his men to step away. He would not present his friend to the king as a slave under guard.
“Father,” Prince Russet said angrily, “may I present Vanx Malic, the savior of Dyntalla and a hero of the realm?”
Vanx bowed, but only his head. He owed no real fealty to King Oakarm, but he did respect the man. He kept his head down until the king spoke to him.
“Rise.” The king gave the customary command, even though Vanx hadn’t knelt. “I am almost asham…”
His voice was drowned out by the clanking, clashing sound of two young pageboys half-carrying, half-dragging Bearfang Karcher’s shining ring mail armor and his huge, two-handed great axe. The sight only served to reinforce the idea that Vanx wouldn’t escape this ordeal unscathed.
“This is a mockery of justice, sir,” the angry king started up again, after several grown men of the King’s Guard took up the burden and ended the noise. “You’ve done nothing wrong, other than fall prey to the charms of a seductress.”
Across the room, Duchess Gallarael batted her eyes and blushed furiously.
“You’re a hero, and no matter the outcome of Humbrick Martin’s nitpicking of the kingdom’s law here, you will be remembered as such. But I’d like to say that I personally hope the gods show you favor this day.”
“Thank you, King Oakarm,” Vanx said sincerely. “But my people, at least most of them, worship a single goddess, not your many gods. And the fact that I am alive leaves no doubt that she holds me in regard.”
He glanced at Duke Martin, who was watching on curiously with a smug look of triumph on his hawkish face. “’Tis you, Duke, who needs the favor of your gods this day, for it is also written in your laws that a slave cannot fight a noble, or his owner.”
“That is why I chose a champion, fool,” Duke Martin interjected. “I read the laws and prepared for these trifling details, I assure you.”
“Let him finish, Humbrick,” the king snapped at him. “I don’t think he is quite through explaining what he has to say.”
“Thank you,” Vanx said. “There is another law. It is written in the sections pertaining to hearings, divine judgment, and this sort of fiasco.” Vanx gave a broad sweep of his arm, but stopped with his hand extended toward Duke Martin.
“I’m curious,” Vanx asked with a barely containable grin of his own threatening to spread across his face, “what weapon are you going to use against yon mountain man and his great cleaver? And this is the stumper: if you must yourself die to prove your own innocence, how will this turn out?”
“What?” Duke Martin blurted out over yet another explosion of crowd murmuring and hissing exchanges. “I’m not going to fight that giant, you are.”
“I beg to differ, master,” Vanx said with a mocking bow. “You have demanded that I am still a slave and, according to the laws of slave ownership, you must fight in my stead. For ultimately you’re responsible for the defense of those you presume to own. Ah… I see you are confused. I will recite the law, word for word from memory to remind you:
“No slave may stand against an accuser, be that accuser of noble birth or otherwise. Let a slave’s owner, master, or lord stand in his stead. The confinement, training, and actions of anyone subject to slave chains is ultimately his master’s responsibility to bear.”
“That is absurd!” Duke Martin yelled over the king’s bellowing laugh.
“Master,” Vanx said disdainfully. “That is you.”
“This can’t be right!” Duke Martin raged. “How can I prove my innocence if I have to fight for you?”
“It seems a true divine verdict is being granted this day.” The king was laughing as he spoke. “The gods are already deciding your fate. I would find a weapon, if I were you. Karcher has a pretty big axe.” Then to Bearfang, who’d taken a curious interest in these new revelations after donning his gear: “Don’t worry, Mr. Karcher, the Crown guarantees that the duke’s promises to you will be carried out. Should you survive this contest and prove him innocent you will get the land and coin he promised.”
The king stood and opened his arms wide. The man beside him banged the bottom of an iron-shod staff three times on the floor. “Clear out! All of you clear out! These men are about to battle for the judgment of the gods.”
“Wait!” Duke Martin protested. “Wait, Your Majesty. This can’t be right.”
It turned out that Duke Martin was a coward among other things. He pleaded as he ran from his foe, even begged for the king to intervene. Had Vanx’s future not been at stake here, he might have. In the end, though, Duke Martin fought for his life, even if futilely. Bearfang let him swat his sword around and lunge in, but buried his axe in the man’s ribcage with his first blow. It was a tree cutter’s chop that went clear through the duke’s spine and ended his disgraceful existence. The once haughty and proud ruler of Highlake twitched thrice and then died in a pool of his own blood.
Only one person in the whole room cried out. It was Gallarael Martin, her still transforming skin hidden by a robe, but her wild eyes showing the tears that streamed from them plainly. She had only known one father, and though he’d fallen under the influence of the dark, and succumbed to his need for revenge, he had once truly loved her. She ended up burying her head in her mother’s bosom while the men quickly rolled the body onto a canvas tarp and hauled it away. An old, dusty rug was carried in and unrolled over the blood stain. Then, as if nothing had ever happened, King Oakarm began the second hearing.
“What is Vanx Malic of Zyth accused of?” the king called over the murmuring gossip. The room fell silent and no one uttered a sound.





“There are many ways to skin a cat,
the fun is choosing which.
But it’s no cat I want to skin.
I want to kill a witch.”
– The Weary Wizard


Much to Duchess Gallarain’s dismay, Vanx Malic chose to leave Dyntalla. Darbon decided he would go with him when he left. With Matty dead and buried and a fat pouch full of gold at his belt, a reward for his service to the kingdom, the young man decided that being a metal smith could wait a few years. Vanx wanted to see the great Sea Spire and explore Orendyn, Coldport, and the other settlements of the Bitterlands where his father once caroused. Darbon could think of no better way to get over the loss of his first love, and Vanx said that he didn’t mind the company.
Zeezle was on his way back to Zyth, on the king’s ship no less. Captain Rosthuf refused to let the heathen on board for fear of his crew being eaten in the night, but the king ordered him to belay his superstition until the journey was over. Still, Zeezle was nervous the whole way, for the king wasn’t on board for the trip.
Prince Russet and Captain Willie agreed to sail Vanx and Darbon to Orendyn by way of the Sea Spire. King Oakarm wanted to stay behind and oversee the rebuilding of Dyntalla while getting to know the daughter he’d been unaware of all this time.
Trevin was still bedridden, but managed to tell Vanx that he appreciated all that he‘d done for Gallarael. He swore that one day he would try to repay him. Vanx told him to try to heal his body. Seeing him again would be thanks enough. The wounds Trevin took were deep, and possibly crippling, but Gallarael didn’t let that slow her plans for them. Already it was being whispered that the king might grant Trevin the title of Duke of Highlake. After all, the gossipers said, he couldn’t let the Princess of Parydon marry a common guardsman.
At the urging of several of the stronghold children, Vanx’s pup was finally given a name. They giggled when Vanx drew the long, thin sword that had been returned to him, tapped it on the pup’s shoulder and dubbed him Sir Poopsalot Maximus. After having to clean up the little dog’s piles several times, the children all agreed the name was fitting.
One evening after supper, Vanx and Darbon bade farewell to the king, then snuck down to the docks and rowed out to the Sea Hawk. Darbon had no one left to say goodbye to, and Vanx wanted to avoid the duchess before she found another way to get him to linger. Vanx wanted to say goodbye to Gallarael, but the fact that he had tricked the man who’d raised her kept him from it. He hoped she would understand. To his great surprise, she did, and was the lone person who stood on the torchlit harbor tower to watch the Sea Hawk glide out of the bay.
Vanx stood at the ship’s rail and watched the shore and the city of Dyntalla shrink into the night.
“All’s well that ends well, eh?” Peg asked from the ropes overhead.
The pup, snug in his papoon at Vanx’s chest, yipped in reply.
Before they were even out of the bay, Darbon took ill and was heaving his supper over the rail on the far side of the ship. Vanx couldn’t help but laugh at him.
“All does seem to be well,” Vanx told the seaman. “But I doubt there is any real end in sight. Winds and currents can change in a heartbeat.”
“Bah,” Yandi called from where he was hauling up a bucket full of seawater to wash away Darbon’s last spew. “’Tis not likely you’ll be doing less than well till we make land in Orendyn. Why do you think the prince gave you his cabin for the journey?”
“What do you mean?” Vanx asked.
The whole crew chuckled at him.
“They’ve a surprise for you in your cabin. Two surprises actually,” Captain Willie called from the ship’s wheel. “She ordered us not to tell you she was there until we were out of the bay and well underway.”
“She?” Vanx asked, a growing sense of dread taking root in his brain.
Just then a window shutter opened on the side of the ship, spilling a shaft of lamp light out across the rolling cobalt swells. The untuned plucking of a stringed instrument, his own long forgotten lute by the sound of it, came to his sharp ears.
He rushed down to the cabin Prince Russet had so generously offered him and threw open the door. There he saw Gallarain, lying in an inviting pose, dressed in only the sheerest of silk drapings. In her lap was the instrument the duke’s men had taken from him back in the Highlake tavern so long ago.
“Did you think I’d let you escape me so easily, Vanx?” she purred. “After Humbrick died, all of his possessions, including his slaves, became mine.” She patted the bunk beside her. “Now come over here and show me how badly you want your freedom.”
The End of Dragon Isle
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Chapter One
“So, is it Vanx Malic or Vanx Saint Elm?” Darbon asked with genuine curiosity showing on his claw-scarred face. A friend of theirs, the Princess of Parydon, had been poisoned, then potioned, and while under the influence of the substances had raked Darbon’s face. A quartet of gnarled lines ran from under his brown mop of hair across his mug to his jawline.
“It depends,” Vanx said thoughtfully. “On the Isle of Zyth we have only our name and then our village designation. Vanx Malic means Vanx from the village Malic. Here in the human lands family names have a greater importance.” Vanx finished the cup of ale in his hand with a gulp and then banged it on the top of the dagger-marred table where they were seated.
“Hold your mud,” the barmaid yelled over the noise of the tavern room. Seeing that it was Vanx, her voice softened. “Oh, it’s you two. I’ll be right over.”
The room was starting to fill up for supper. The great central hearth fire at the Iceberg Inn and Tavern was the biggest, warmest, and most hospitable in all of Orendyn. The tables were not too close together and the floor was kept clean. The log and timber structure was cozy and produced a homey feeling. It was also far enough away from the docks to keep the troublesome sailors from walking over. The hard coin from the trappers and caravan traders who worked outside the city’s protective ice wall, however, did find its way in. Lem, the owner, had just purchased a fat elk from one of the local hunters, and tonight the sign out front read: “Fannie’s elk stew, eat until you spew.” Under that, in smaller letters, there was another line scrawled on the board. “Vanx the bard, most nights after dinner.”
Fannie, the cook, could make grizzled snow turtle taste like frosted cake. Her elk stew alone would pack the place.
“I suppose here it is Vanx Saint Elm,” Vanx finally answered the question. He reached down to the floor and gave the middling puppy there a scratch behind the ears. He’d carried the pup in a chest-pouch called a papoon for a long time, but Sir Poopsalot Maximus, as the dog was affectionately named, had outgrown the rig. Poop could keep up on his own now. At the moment, the dog was perfectly content on the floor gnawing the elk bone Fannie had slipped him.
Fannie had grown fond of the dog after she’d shooed him out of the kitchen and slammed the door a little too quickly, accidentally shearing off most of his tail. After a few choice bones, and a few healthy bowls of cuttings, Poop forgave her. The two were now fast friends. Poop spent most of his days guarding the kitchen service door while Vanx and Darbon roamed the frozen northern city.
Vanx, Darbon, and Poop had been staying at the inn for nearly half a year. Darbon’s facial wounds had been fresh when the ship arrived. His emotional wounds were far more tender, though. His first love, Matty, had been killed by an ogre’s spear, right before his eyes.
Vanx was half-Zythian and might live to be three or four hundred years old, if he didn’t get himself killed first. He was in no real hurry to move on. He was a bard, and the custom at the Iceberg was pleasant and appreciative. The owner wasn’t too demanding, either. Vanx and Darbon spent enough coins on their rooms that Lem couldn’t complain if Vanx only performed on the busier nights. After all, he just played for his supper. Everything else he paid for.
During his roaming, Vanx had met an old sailor who’d sailed with his infamous father on the Foamfollower. He spent a lot of his days buying the crusty seadog drinks down at the Mighty Mackerel while listening to tales of the great trader captain, Marin Saint Elm and his heathen ship witch.
Vanx had learned a lot. He was content to wait out Darbon’s grief, which finally seemed to be subsiding. For what Vanx intended to undertake in the summer, he needed Darbon clearheaded and healthy. It didn’t hurt that Poop would be almost fully grown by then, too.
“A warm spring meadow,” the barmaid said as she put down two fresh mugs of ale and took away Vanx and Darbon’s empties.
“Last time you said a field of summer grass,” Darbon snorted. “They are nearly one and the same.”
“No.” The barmaid, a cute round-faced girl named Salma, touched his nose with a finger, causing him to blush. “They are not the same.”
Vanx shook his head. He thought Darbon was too young to have suffered so much already. The boy couldn’t even tell Salma liked him despite his scars. Vanx wasn’t sure, but he doubted the boy had seen seventeen summers. Either way, Darbon wasn’t over Matty enough to move along just yet.
Vanx was over fifty years old, but didn’t look more than a few years older than Darbon. No one but Darbon knew of his heritage, though. He’d had to tell Skully, the old man who’d sailed with his father, that he was Captain Saint Elm’s grandson, not his son. The old salt had dismissed the relation as doubtful, but as long as Vanx was buying the ale, the stories kept coming.
“A spring meadow is a livelier and lighter shade of green,” Salma was explaining. “Summer grass is dark and thick.” She turned her gaze from Darbon to Vanx. “He is starting to lighten up, I think. It’s as if he’s come to a great decision and the weight of making it suddenly lifted.”
Vanx lifted his brows in surprise and took a long swallow from his fresh mug of ale. “You might be right.” He nodded. “As soon as my friend here says he’s ready to move on, I think we will be on our way.”
Salma looked disturbed by this news, and her eyes shot back and forth between the two men. The smile never left her face, but it changed a bit. It went from genuine and hopeful to forced and unsure. Darbon didn’t notice, but Vanx saw it plainly.
“You’re not leaving for good, are you?” she asked.
“Where are we going?” Darbon turned to face his companion, oblivious of the girl’s reaction.
“Not too far, and not for too long.” Vanx gave her a knowing look that seemed to ease her worry.
“Where?” Darbon asked again.
Vanx was pleased to see eager curiosity in his friend’s countenance. It was a far better sight than the empty pools of grief that had haunted him the last few months.
“We’re going on a hunt.”
“Snow leapers, elk, grizzlies?” Salma asked.
“No, no, no.” Vanx’s smile grew even wider. “We’re going to hunt and kill a shagmarian saber shrew and have a tailor make us garments from its fur.”
Darbon was smiling ear to ear, causing his scars to lose their pinkish color. For a moment they looked as if they’d been handed down from nature, as if he were some half-beast.
“You’re jesting, right?” Salma asked dubiously. “Even if you find one of the mammoth drift moles, you will never be able to survive its wrath.”
“That’s what makes it such a fitting prey,” Vanx said, feeling his own blood begin to tingle with excitement. “Anyone can kill an elk or snow leaper.”
“Never underestimate the wiles of a guy with eyes the color of iced jade,” Darbon told her.
“Oooh, that’s a good one,” Salma smirked. “But you’d better invite me to the spring dance before you go.” She touched Darbon on the nose again. “I doubt whether you two will be coming back if you run across a real saber shrew.” With that she whirled away to attend another customer.
“Was she talking to me?” Darbon asked.
For a moment Vanx thought that the memory of Matty had struck, that the boy would slip back into his grief. The idea of another woman might be a bit too much for him just yet. Still, Vanx had to try to coax him out of the slump.
“She was talking to you, Dar. She’s sweet on you, you know?”
“Ya think? Then why is she always talking about your eyes?”
“Yours are usually pointed at your toes, or at the bottom of your cup, and mine… Well, it’s not really a fair thing.” Vanx patted his friend on the shoulder. “Either way, it’s you she’s after. I’d hate it if you to break her heart and not take her to the spring dance.”
“That’s over a week away. What about the hunt?”
“We have preparations to make, supplies to gather, and a party to round up. The way I see it, it will take seven, maybe ten, men to bring a saber shrew down, and there’s only one man around here who can possibly put us on the track of one.” Vanx shrugged. “I’ve yet to secure Rendell’s help, but I think he’ll do it for a fair share of the meat and a few of those golden Parydon falcons we have left.”
“’Tis true,” Darbon agreed with a chuckle. “He’ll do it for the coin, if he can stay sober long enough to lead us out of the city. You said we are doing this so that we can make coats out of the hide. Where are we going after this?”
Vanx had to admire Darbon’s perceptiveness. “I’ll let you know when the time comes, Dar. You may decide you don’t want to go on the greater journey. I might, too, after this trek into the frozen wild. Let’s just say this hunt is sort of a training run, an exploration to see just how inhospitable the land beyond the ice wall really is.”
“It can’t be worse than the Wildwood or Dragon Isle,” Darbon said with a chuckle.
“Never say it can’t be worse, Darbon,” Vanx scolded. “As soon as you do, it usually gets that way.”


Chapter Two
Finding men willing to go after the notoriously treacherous shagmarian saber shrew proved a bit more difficult than manning a conventional elk or snow leaper hunt, but with the well-known tracker, Rendell, helping, they were managing to piece together a crew.
The world outside of the ice wall was a frigid rolling plain of snow, dotted with copses, and small forests of pine trees. In the heat of the summer, a short span of about a month, the upper layers melted away leaving the trees look like giant spears with only branches on their extreme upper portions. The rest of the year, save for the deep of winter, when even the treetops were buried, the woods seemed typical. Only these needle-strewn, pinecone-littered floors were full of loose drifts and crags that could swallow a whole party.
There were great ice falls and steep rocky hills out there as well, places where a man might be stricken speechless by the wondrous hues of a thousand foot tall cliff of compressed glacier just before a huge slab of the majestic stuff broke off and crushed him. The worst was the open tundra. Endless flats of white nothingness deceptively hiding the valleys and stream beds that are buried far below the surface.
That was the domain of the mammoth saber shrew. The rat-like creatures hollowed voids beneath the snowfields and tunneled through the depths of the compacted glacial ice with scoop-shaped claws and ice crushing saber-fanged jaws. They ate elk, grizzlies, and even the occasional frost wing that nested too low on the cliffs. Anything that trod across the tundra was its prey. A party could be walking just yards over a saber shrew burrow and never even know it. Entire caravans had fallen into a tunnel or had been attacked from underneath with no warning. Over the years, hundreds had met similar ends.
Getting men willing to risk their lives in the open tundra was hard. Quite a few came to the Iceberg Inn’s common room to speak to Vanx and Rendell about employment, but as soon as they heard that the party would not be traveling on the magically protected caravan routes they blanched. When they heard what the party was truly after most simply thanked Vanx for the offer and walked away. A few exceptionally brave, or maybe desperate, souls decided to sign on. After all, a share of the saber shrew carcass was comparable to a few years’ worth of wages.
Chelda Flar, a big-boned huntress, had thrown in with them. She was gruff but likable. She had the typical ice-blue eyes and snowy blonde hair of the native Bitterland giant folk. She and her kind weren’t truly giants, Vanx had long since decided. They were a big people, but not nearly as big as the real giant Vanx had seen hiding in the granite crags off of the Highlake Mountain Road. The creature, had it stood erect, would have easily been sixteen or seventeen feet tall. Chelda was only a few fingers over six feet, which put her roughly eye to eye with Vanx when they stood. Vanx was pleased that she hadn’t, as of yet, shown the normal female reaction to his appearance. So far, she’d been all business.
The reason Chelda’s people were referred to as giants, Vanx surmised, was that the other sort of human folk that called the Bitterlands home were smaller with almond colored skin, dark hair, and usually dark brown or coal-black eyes. The Skmoes were hearty little folk who claimed to have dwelt in this frigid place since the dawning of time. They said the giants were not welcome, but they tolerated them. They said Chelda’s people had migrated from across the glacial mountains only a few thousand years before. To Vanx, that made them both natives to the land. If a people lived somewhere for a thousand years, they were native.
Beyond Orendyn’s ice wall both races had villages, clans, territories, customs, and religions. It amazed Vanx that there had never been a war between them. It also irritated him because the big pale folk and the darker smaller people were both suspicious and spiteful toward the full-blooded Zythians that sometimes came to port. If they knew his true heritage they would no doubt feel the same about him.
“The reason we’ve never fought the Skmoes,” Chelda was telling him, “is because it’s such a hard life out there trying to stay warm and fed, while fending off nature, that the idea of creating more ways to die never has time to manifest itself. I think that the people who squabble over coins, boundary lines, and gods have far too much time on their hands and too little to worry about otherwise.”
“Yup,” Vanx agreed. He gestured for her to hold her next words and waved over a pair of Skmoes who were standing in the doorway of the inn, looking around as if they were searching for someone they were unsure of. Rendell was out gathering supplies and securing haulkatten sleds. Vanx thought he might have sent these two over.
“Please, continue what you were saying,” Vanx said.
“After you talk to them.” She started to back away from the table.
“No, stay, please.” Vanx smiled. “You are in this now as much as the rest of us. I want your take on them.”
“They’re brothers,” she said quickly, before they were close. “I heard they are good out in the tundra but a little off in the head.”
“You know them?” Vanx asked as he stood to make the customary Skmoe greeting of a head bow.
“I know of them,” Chelda mouthed before making her own head bow from the less respectful seated position.
They looked exactly alike, and like unruly children no less. They had short-cropped, yet shaggy, black hair and wide solemn faces. They stood a hand-span over four feet tall, which put the top of their heads at Vanx’s chest. Even with his keen Zythian senses, he couldn’t tell them apart.
They were dressed the same, too. Thick gray striped black sea tiger fur coats and elk-hide britches. The coats were worth a sizable bit of coin. Vanx could tell by the way they wore them that they hadn’t bought them, but had killed the sea tigers themselves. Out among the native peoples it was a sign of great skill and bravery. Here in the city it was a sign of great wealth.
The only difference Vanx could identify was that one of them had his left pant leg caught in his boot cuff.
Seeing Vanx notice this, the man with his pant leg fouled gave Vanx a serious look. “It’s like it so that we can tell ourselves apart.”
Chelda snorted out a laugh and Vanx smiled despite his attempt to remain serious. Both of the Skmoes managed to stay stone-faced, as if the comment were a completely serious remark.
The one who hadn’t spoken yet took a seat and his brother followed. The one with the fouled pant leg called for the barmaid.
Vanx waited patiently as a woman he didn’t know by name brought over a fresh round for all four of them.
“It is so kind of you,” the woman said to Vanx and nearly drifted away into his gaze when she caught it. “Salma is beside herself. I’m certain she will look splendid when your tailor is done with her gown.”
Vanx smiled and nodded politely. After Darbon formally asked Salma to the spring dance, Vanx sent them both to the tailor to be fitted with proper attire. He wanted them to look and feel like royalty. He wanted Darbon to lose himself in the evening. Salma too, for that matter, but at the moment he wanted the barmaid to go away so that he could talk to these odd twins.
Chelda must have noticed his intention for she slapped the woman on the ass sharply and sent her for some fresh bread. This caused Pant-leg to grin mischievously. After the barmaid had gone, the other Skmoe finally spoke.
“You’re going for saber shrew, no?”
“We are,” Vanx answered.
“We are going with you. I am Inda, and this…” He backhanded his brother’s chest smartly, drawing his attention back from Chelda. “…is Anda. We want enough of the pelt to make dungaloons and some meat for our clan. No gold.”
“I like them,” said Chelda immediately. “That means more gold for me.”
“Not necessarily,” Vanx told her. “If they… What are dungaloons?”
“Britches,” she snorted.
“If they take the fur to make the britches won’t it take from the value of the carcass? Darbon and I are planning on having long coats made from it.”
“Not like you think; the fangs and claws have the real value.”
“One claw each,” Anda said with a stiff return smack across his brother’s chest.
“Yes,” Inda agreed. “Fur for dungaloons, the meat we can carry, and one claw each. No gold.”
“If we are piecing the thing out, I want the saber fangs,” Chelda said, a bit more seriously now. “That leaves fourteen claws and over half of the hide. Not to mention the majority of the meat. You’ll be able to pay fifty more hunters out of that with coin to spare.”
“Do you know any others who want to go with us?” Vanx asked the Skmoes. He’d asked Chelda the same question but she hadn’t bothered to answer.
The twins looked at each other stupidly and then nodded as if one was a reflection of the other.
Inda answered. “We know Skog. A good grizzly sticker. He’s brave but stupid. He likes gold and stout.”
A Skog, Vanx knew, was a person of mixed blood, part giant, part Skmoe. They tended to take the physical influence of both blood lines and were mostly city dwellers or caravan workers. The tribes and clans outside the ice wall were only tolerant to a point. Skogs were not accepted.
“What’s his name?”
“Skog,” Inda said simply.
Vanx waited a long moment, hoping that one of the two would elaborate. Neither of them did.
“Will Skog be ready to set out the morning after the spring dance?”
“He’ll be drunk, but he’ll be ready.”
Vanx nodded that he agreed with their terms. “Make a list of the supplies you’ll need and meet us here for supper tomorrow. We’ll go over the lists and look at the maps with Rendell, Chelda, and Darbon all together.”
“Bring Skog tomorrow?” Inda asked.
“Why not?” Vanx chuckled at the strange twin’s continual seriousness.
Just then Poop came trotting out from the kitchen with a fresh elk bone that was half as big as he was. One end of it dragged as he came. He dropped the bone at Vanx’s side and nuzzled his muzzle in Vanx’s hand for a moment before lying down and returning to his prize.
Anda was leaning out from his seat looking under the table. “Dog looks healthy,” he said. “Get ʼem fat and they make a better stew.”
Vanx looked at him sharply then. No one was making a stew out of Poop. For a long moment everything was still and tense. Finally, Anda broke into a playful grin and backhanded his twin brother sharply across the chest. Inda only grunted in response and downed his mug of ale.
“I told you they were off,” Chelda said before downing her own mug.


Chapter Three
Apparently in the night a ship came in, for the next afternoon two Parydonians separately joined the group. The first was named Brody. He was at that mature age for humans where knowledge and experience combined with grit and muscle to elevate a man to his best. Vanx mused on this because this was also the time just before life slowly started taking it all back from men. Brody had the short cropped hair of a serviceman. It had turned gray over his ears and gone completely from the top of his head. He said he’d put in twenty years with the Parydon Isle Archer Corps and could handle a great-bow all by himself.
Vanx liked his confidence immediately. He reminded him of an older version of another Parydonian he knew named Trevin. Trevin was soon to marry Princess Gallarael and assume the title Duke of Highlake. He would probably relish the opportunity to get away from all the pomp and ceremony he must now be subjected to. Too far away, Vanx mused. If Brody was only half as loyal and brave as Trevin, he would serve the party well. Vanx was pleased by the way he inserted himself into the group and started sizing up the others.
The other Parydonian called himself Smythe, but Vanx was certain it wasn’t his real name. Smythe had shifty eyes and a suspicious air about him, as if he were an escaped slave or an untried criminal. Vanx could relate to both situations well enough. He tried not to pass judgment. Smythe just wanted enough gold to buy himself passage to Harthgar. Vanx assured him that as long as he did the work given him on the hunt, he would help him get to Harthgar even if they didn’t succeed in killing a shrew.
Smythe appeared fit. He boasted no great skill as an archer or swordsman. He said he’d been hunting since his youth. He also said he could climb exceptionally well on rock. He’d never actually tried to scale an ice cliff, but was willing to try if it was necessary.
According to Rendell, that only left them lacking one key member to complete the party.
“Sure we could hire half a dozen more archers and an axe man or two, but what we really need is a mage,” Rendell told them as he tilted his sixth mug of the afternoon.
Vanx was counting.
It was a lot for most men, but Rendell’s eyes were as clear as his speech. “A mage can help us cross questionable expanses of loose snow, or warn us if a flock of frost-wings are near.”
While staying in Orendyn, Vanx had learned that frost-wings ruled the sky out over the tundra. The great bluish-white birds were hard to spot, but since they had a bit of naturally occurring magic about them a good mage could sense them from a great distance. Without enough warning to prepare, a flock of frost-wings could annihilate a small group in a matter of moments. Vanx wasn’t sure if his limited arcane ability would allow him to sense them, and he absolutely didn’t want to reveal his heritage. There were dozens of other reasons to bring a wizard along, so he told the others that he would take care of it.
The next morning, as he was setting out to find their mage, Salma met him in the common room. She grabbed him up into an affectionate hug that threatened to snap his spine.
“Oh Vanx, thank you,” she beamed. “The gown is spectacular and the tailor assures me that it will go perfectly with Darbon’s attire.”
“He’s been hurt, Salma,” Vanx said, holding her shoulders at arm’s length. “Take the time to consider his emotional wounds in all of this. Tact and caution will take you a lot further than using the attributes you’re used to using to attract a man.”
“She died, didn’t she?” Salma asked. She didn’t get sad, though. It was clear that she was refusing to let the excitement and anticipation of the coming night get swallowed up by Vanx’s warnings or Darbon’s past.
Vanx nodded. “She did. She died most brutally. She was older than him, and though she cared deeply for him, she knew that he was still mostly a boy.”
Vanx lightened his expression and grinned. “What does Fannie have to eat, and where has that gluttonous dog of mine gotten off to?”
“We’ve got boar sausage and yesterday’s bread, and don’t you worry about Darbon. I’ll not do anything to hurt him further, even at my own peril.” She kissed Vanx on his cheek and went into the kitchen.
Vanx took a seat at the long oval table his group had more-or-less taken over in the last few evenings. When he looked up, he saw the other barmaid, the older one who’d been working while Salma was getting fitted. She was standing just up the stairwell locked in an ardent kiss with the huntress, Chelda. Chelda’s hand squeezed her arse and then slid up her back to grab her hair. She forced the barmaid’s face into her cleavage, where her blouse and vest were falling open. With her lips, the barmaid caused two soft moans to shiver forth. Then Chelda puller her hair back and kissed the woman’s open mouth hungrily. It was only then that Chelda noticed they were being watched. When she saw Vanx, she blushed furiously and separated herself from the girl.
Vanx understood now why Chelda hadn’t gotten caught up in his eyes like most human women did. He acted as if he hadn’t seen them by feigning a big-mouthed yawn and was saved from having to start an awkward conversation when Salma and Sir Poopsalot came in from the kitchens.
Salma had a small tray of sausages, fruit, and bread, and Poop was dragging his well-chewed elk bone.
Chelda recovered from her embarrassment and took a seat across from, but not in front of, Vanx. Like a striking viper she deftly snatched one of the sausages and an apple slice from his tray while Vanx was greeting Poop.
“Want to go wizard hunting?” he asked the dog as he scratched him behind the ears. He’d seen Chelda’s thievery and couldn’t help but admire her boldness, as well as her taste in women.
Poop responded with a sharp bark and was so excited that he dropped his bone and began prancing and wiggling his nub of a tail.
“Got to have a mage,” Chelda said after she swallowed her morsels. “You might try that herb shop on Navigator Row, or maybe that tavern called the Witch’s Tit up in Hightown.”
“We will.” Vanx laughed in a way that told her he’d figured her out on more counts than just the petty theft of his morning meal. She blushed again and he laughed, glad that she wasn’t trying to explain.
He finished his plate and then put Poop’s padded leather harness on. Over the last few days he’d spent the mornings getting the dog used to the rig and the idea of having someone tethered to him. Out on the tundra, Vanx intended to keep Poop fastened to him at all times lest the dog get too far from them and fall through the surface. Poop didn’t seem to mind the harness. In fact he had an annoying habit of stretching the tether to its limit in order to sniff at every single thing, living or otherwise, that they came across.
As they made their way down the dirty ice-packed street, Poop put his muzzle into piss pots, trash heaps, haulkat piles, and a huge mound of half-frozen muck that Vanx couldn’t identify. On several occasions he had to yank him away before the young dog tried to taste the nasty stuff he was investigating. Then there was the pissing, or musking, as the haulkatten handlers called it when the big cats did the same sort of thing. Vanx couldn’t figure how a half grown pup barely the size of a fox could manage to come up with so much piss.
Before long the dog led them to an alleyway and was now dragging Vanx down it toward a man.
“Oh. Oh no, please.” The man’s insistent voice held real fear.
The sound of Poop’s thin, adolescent growling put Vanx in a state of full alert. Why was Poop being aggressive toward the stranger?
“What is this?” the man asked. He was tall, slender, and young-ish with a long goatee and a black leather skullcap. “Make him stop. Please.” The man’s fear, after sizing Poop up, was quickly turning into annoyance.
Poop had a hold of the man’s fur-trimmed robe now and was yanking it while growling with almost comical savagery. Vanx looked at the man apologetically and gave Poop’s tether a sharper tug. Poop rolled his eyes toward Vanx but didn’t let go of his mouthful. When their eyes met, Vanx felt a tingle of fire thread down his spine. He looked back up at the man and was suddenly very curious.
Black skullcap, long bell-sleeved robe, and deep, intelligent, if annoyed eyes, returned his stare. Vanx couldn’t help but belt out a laugh before he extended a hand toward the mage in greeting.
“I must apologize for my friend here,” Vanx said sincerely as the man reached out and shook his hand. “Poop took me a bit too seriously this morning when I told him we were going wizard hunting.”
The wizard laughed uncertainly and then looked beyond Vanx. Poop stopped barking, too. Vanx turned to see what had stifled them. He caught a glimpse of a familiar face when a hooded and heavily cloaked figure charged away. A strange feeling assailed him then. The girl had skin as black as pitch.
Gal? 
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