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 Chapter 1 
 
    There Is No Try, Only Do 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Concentrate. Feel the magic flowing through you,” said Headmaster Hinckley. 
 
    Murland was concentrating, but the high wizard’s constant direction wasn’t helping much. The pots and pans, stacked one on top of the other, reached nearly to the ceiling, and it was all Murland could do to keep the conglomeration of cookery from tumbling over. To make matters worse, Hinckley insisted that Murland stand on his head whilst trying to manipulate the kitchenware. Blood rushed to his temples, and Murland thought that his eyes must be bulging out of their sockets. He held his wand steady in his right hand while at the same time keeping himself balanced with his left. The cookery was stacked and leaning two feet in front of him like a precariously slanting tower, and Hinckley stood on the other side, watching closely. 
 
    “Now that you have it steady,” said Hinckley, “use the levitation spell that I taught you.” 
 
    Murland and Hinckley had been working on these types of spells for nearly a week, and though Murland was getting much better at it, he was still having trouble incorporating a secondary spell to the main one, and his efforts often ended in disaster. 
 
    He focused on the steadying spell, trusting that it would remain intact, and spoke the words to make the entire awkward pile float into the air. For a moment it was working, and the cookery slowly began to rise, but then in his eagerness, Murland pushed too hard and lost his control. With a grand crash and clamor, the leaning tower of kitchenware came crashing down, and Murland was hit by more than one of the heavy pots and pans. 
 
    “Damn,” Murland cried, and then “ouch!” as a crashing pan hit the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “You pushed too hard again,” said Hinckley. “What have I told you about being too eager? It doesn’t work with the ladies, and it doesn’t work with magic.” 
 
    “You know,” said Murland, checking his nose for blood and standing among the toppled cookware. “I might be able to do it if I wasn’t also trying to stand on my head.” 
 
    “If I taught you how to perform magic under perfect conditions, I would not be doing you any favors. There will always be distractions, so get used to it.” 
 
    “Yes, Headmaster.” 
 
    “Now pick up this mess and meet me in the garden in five minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Headmaster,” said Murland. He began picking up the pots and pans with his hands. 
 
    “Not like that, with magic!” said Hinckley before exiting the small cottage. 
 
    Hinckley’s cottage, one of many homes he owned throughout Fallacetine, was situated outside of the city of Kingstead, just five miles from the coast. Willows, oaks, berry bushes, and birch trees surrounded the glen, and a lavish garden took up most of the property. Murland had been here for nearly two weeks, and he hadn’t had a day’s rest from the grueling training schedule that the tireless old wizard had him following. Murland got four hours of sleep a night if he was lucky, and aside from the constant physical challenges, he had already read through the first five of a twenty-seven tome set of encyclopedias dedicated to magic. He often wondered if it was this difficult for all apprentices, but he guessed that Hinckley was pushing him harder than usual due to Murland being named in a prophecy to defeat Zuul, the Dark Lord reborn. 
 
    Silently cursing to himself, he levitated every pot and pan and floated them back to their respective pegs on the kitchen wall beside the large bay window. With the task done, Murland ventured out into the garden and glanced around, but Hinckley was nowhere to be found. 
 
    He was about to call to his teacher when Hinckley suddenly yelled, “Defend yourself!” 
 
    Murland whirled around in the direction from which he thought the voice had come, and a moment later, a spell hit him in the rear end, zapping him and causing him to jump. 
 
    “Owi!” yelped Murland. “I wasn’t ready.” 
 
    “Do you think that your opponents will wait until you are ready?” came Hinckley’s voice, seemingly from every direction. 
 
    Another spell hit him in the back of the leg, and Murland cried out in frustration and pain and whirled around. He thought he saw movement behind a rosebush, and he prepared himself for the coming attack. But to his surprise, a spell erupted behind him again. He turned and brought up his wand, speaking the words quickly and producing an umbrella-shaped shield that barely deflected the whizzing spell. No sooner had the deflected spell dissipated into the air than another one came at him, but this one too he deflected. 
 
    “Good, good,” Hinckley’s voice echoed. 
 
    Murland stayed on guard, turning in slow circles and waiting for the next attack. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and turned, bringing the wand with him. Rather than a spell, a stone the size of an acorn came flying at him. Murland deflected it easily, but at the same time a spell zapped the back of his neck, causing him to momentarily go rigid as the small electric shock traveled down his spine. To his dismay, the zap caused him to lose control of his bladder, and he felt warm liquid trickling down his leg. 
 
    Enraged and embarrassed, Murland met the next attack, another spinning stone, with a blast from his wand. The stone exploded, and Hinckley’s laughter echoed throughout the garden. Three more stones came at Murland, and he took hold of all of them with a spell that caused them to stop dead in the air. He held the spell intact, knowing that another zap would be coming. When the spell came, Murland was ready, and in one fluid movement he sent the rocks streaking toward the shrubbery and brought up his shield. The zapping spell exploded against the shield as the rocks cut through the bushes, followed by a satisfying shriek. 
 
    Murland gave a cheer, amazed that he had hit Hinckley, but his celebration was short lived, as suddenly the old sneaky wizard was behind him. Murland was too slow to react, and before he knew it, a spell hit his arm, causing him to drop his wand. Then a staff found the back of his head, laying him low. 
 
    “What have I told you a hundred times?” said Hinckley. “Combat wizardry is not a game. You don’t do a victory dance when you think you have scored a hit! Let that lump on your head be a reminder.” 
 
    Murland groaned in his attempt to say, “Yes, Headmaster.” 
 
    “Now come on and get yourself cleaned up. Your graduation ceremony is in an hour, and you smell like piss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Hinckley whooshed himself and Murland to Abra Tower. They found everyone in the back lawn, where dozens of white chairs had been set in neat rows before a raised platform. Tables of food and drink were lined on the right side, and on the left, a trio of bards sang the old Magestrian favorite, “My Sword Is Bigger than Yours.” 
 
    Gram spotted Murland and came running over with a wide smile on his face. “There you are,” he said as they shook hands and gave each other a brotherly hug. “Can you believe that we’re finally graduating?” 
 
    Murland laughed. “To tell you the truth, I’m surprised that I’m graduating at all.” 
 
    “Bah,” said Gram, waving him off. “I never had a doubt.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do once this is over? Backpack Vhalovia for a while?” 
 
    “Nah, that soul-searching crap is for fust heads.” Gram glanced at Hinckley, who was speaking with Headmaster Bumblemoore. “I applied to the College of Kazam to study potions.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. But potions? I thought you had your heart set on transmutation.” 
 
    “Nah, I’ve gotten a lot better,” said Gram, glancing around conspiratorially and handing Murland a vial. “Check this out.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Murland, eyeing the sparkling contents. 
 
    “Invisibility potion. One teaspoon lasts ten minutes.” 
 
    Murland moved closer to Gram, hiding the vial from view. “Wow, Gram, this is some advanced stuff. You made this?” 
 
    Gram nodded proudly. “With you gone for so long, I had nothing much else to do but study. Turns out I have a knack for potions.” 
 
    Murland grinned and shook his head, handing the vial back discreetly. 
 
    “Nah, you keep it. Might come in handy with the crazy life you live.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Murland, unable to disagree.  
 
    “So, what do you think? You think I’ve got a shot?” said Gram. 
 
    “With your grades, you should get in easily.” 
 
    Gram shrugged. “There’s a lot of stiff competition this year, and only seven spots at Kazam. Hells, I hear that Presto Tower alone has a dozen kids applying for potions. I was hoping that maybe you could put in a good word, being the headmaster’s apprentice and all.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” said Murland. 
 
    “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Ah, there’s my famous son!” 
 
    Murland turned to find his father standing behind him with a big smile on his face, and under his arm was Murland’s beaming mother. 
 
    “Mom, Dad! I’m so glad that you could make it,” said Murland as his mother hurried to give him a hug. 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and rustled his hair, grazing the bump on his head. 
 
    “We would have come to see you sooner,” said his father, shaking Murland’s hand firmly. “But that grump Hinckley said that you were busy until graduation.” 
 
    “Where did you get that nasty bump?” said his mother, pulling his head down to inspect it as though he were twelve. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said, politely extracting himself from her groping arms. 
 
    “Champion of the Dragon,” his father said dreamily and shook his head. “I never knew you had it in you.” 
 
    “Of course we did,” said Murland’s mother, slapping her husband’s shoulder. 
 
    “It was just as much of a shock to me, believe me,” said Murland. “And even more of a shock when we defeated the beast.” 
 
    “Are the other champions here today?” said his father, glancing around. “I would very much like to thank them.” 
 
    “Nah, they couldn’t make it, but I can introduce them to you when we tour through Magestra.” 
 
    “I have heard about this…tour. They say that some pirating cecaelia is funding the whole thing,” said his mother, looking horrified. 
 
    “His name is Lyricon. He was a big help to us when we were brought as slaves to Atlas by the sand gnomes,” said Murland. 
 
    His mother clutched her chest and blanched. Beside her, Albert Kadabra shook his head with a look of admiration; it was a look that Murland had never seen his father give him. “You must have one hell of a story to tell.” 
 
    “Yeah, and believe me, I’ve already had to tell it a hundred times.” 
 
    “Well, we’d love to hear it from you rather than the actors and the bards,” said his father. “If you have nothing else planned, we have made reservations at the Jade Gate for seven o’clock. The king may even attend the dinner.” 
 
    “And Caressa,” said his mother. 
 
    Murland studied her face for any sign that she suspected what was true, but she seemed oblivious to their secret love affair. Of course, it wasn’t entirely a secret. The king knew about it, but he wasn’t about to go bragging. Caressa had said that she told her father of their intentions, but that Murland should wait to ask her father for her hand in marriage until she had worked on him a little more. Proposal or not, he was excited to see Caressa, for he hadn’t seen her since the day after they returned to Kingstead. 
 
    “That sounds great,” said Murland. “I might attend a little last hurrah here later tonight, but that shouldn’t start until late.” 
 
    “Then it’s a date,” said his father, patting him on the back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ceremony was slow and boring for most of the attendees, for nearly every professor gave a long-winded speech, but Murland cherished every minute, and he glanced often toward the gardens and small barn. He still could not believe how is life had turned out. Only a season ago, he had been a lackluster wizard apprentice without so much as a hint of magic in him, and now he was graduating. 
 
    When his name was called by Bumblemoore, he stood proudly in his white robe covered in shiny stars and moons, and made his way up to the podium. As he climbed the steps, the crowd clapped and cheered, and Headmaster Bumblemoore smiled at him, ready to shake his hand and present him with his diploma. But as he reached the top step, a spell suddenly zapped him in the rear end, causing him to jump with surprise. The crowd reeled, but then they slowly began to laugh. Murland smelled burnt hair and felt the breeze blow in through the wide hole in his robes. He reached back instinctively, and to his horror, grabbed ahold of a bushy cat tail protruding from above his bare butt cheeks. 
 
    He whirled around, searching the crowd, and that is when he saw Lance Lancer laughing with his cronies, a smoking wand in his right hand. 
 
    “Lance Leonard Lancer!” said Bumblemoore angrily. 
 
    Murland’s blood boiled, and before he knew what he was doing, the wand of Kazam was in his right hand. The words came to him in a rush, and he hit Lance in the chest with a streaking spell before he could bring up a shield. 
 
    The spell, one that Murland had found deep inside Allan Kazam’s spell book but had never successfully cast, was said to reverse the gravity of whomever it was cast upon…and it worked. 
 
    Lance shot into the air like a rocket and, screaming, continued to climb higher and higher. 
 
    The crowd gasped, and Lance’s parents cried out in alarm. 
 
    “Murland! What have you done?” said Bumblemoore. 
 
    “Oooh, shit…” said Murland as he watched Lance grow smaller and smaller as he cartwheeled toward the clouds. 
 
    “Somebody do something!” cried Lance’s mother. 
 
    Murland put two fingers to his mouth and whistled before throwing off his robes, and Packy came shooting across the lawn. Murland ran toward the backpack and dove out over the crowd. At the same time, the backpack spun around in its flight, coming at Murland backwards. Murland’s arms flew through the straps and they fell a few feet before Packy beat its long white wings and surged into the sky. 
 
    “Hurry, Packy!” said Murland, hardly able to make out Lance, who was about to pierce the clouds. 
 
    Murland quickly realized that they would never catch up, and Lance would end up spending the rest of his days among the stars. Murland would be guilty of murder, and his hopes and dreams of marrying Caressa would be over. 
 
    “Hold on, Packy!” he cried against the wind, and aiming his wand back down toward the earth, Murland let loose a furious blast of fire.  
 
    The backpack tucked in its wings against the furious wind as their speed doubled, and they shot through the clouds after Lance. 
 
    “Just a little closer,” said Murland, focusing more energy into his wand and in turn the spell that propelled them faster than the upward-falling Lance. 
 
    When he was within twenty feet of the screaming and terrified-looking boy, Murland spoke the words to reverse the spell and shot it in his direction. The spell went wide, missing Lance. Murland tried again, but once more he missed. His velocity slowed, and though Packy spread its wings and beat them furiously, Lance once again began to pull away. With one last chance, Murland steadied his hand as well as he could against the wind, focused his power and intention, and let loose one last desperate attempt. 
 
    The streaking spell flew like a comet, curved, and at first looked like it might only miss by inches, but then it hit home. In a shower of sparks, it nullified the original spell. Lance slowed in his ascent, leveled out, and for a moment, the boy floated like the moon before plummeting back toward the earth. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Murland told Packy breathlessly, and as Lance sped by them, screaming with renewed terror, the backpack went into a spiraling dive. 
 
    Murland and Packy shot toward the ground, Packy with its wings tucked, and Murland with his arm outstretched. Lance was falling facing the sky, and he reached desperately for Murland’s hand. They hooked fingers, then clasped hands, and Murland pulled him up and wrapped his arms around Lance’s waist. 
 
    “Let me down you psycho!” Lance screamed as Packy brought them down and circled the gathering. 
 
    “My pleasure,” said Murland, and dropped him right on the heads of Lance’s shocked stoolies. 
 
    Murland landed back on the platform, took his diploma from a slack-jawed Bumblemoore, and bowed for the crowd. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What in the nine hells is wrong with you two?” Bumblemoore yelled, slamming his fist down on the desk and glaring at Murland and Lance. He was so furious that his eye was twitching. 
 
    “Why are you yelling at me?” said Lance. “What I did was a little prank; this nutjob almost killed me!” 
 
    “You gave me a tail, you asshole!” said Murland. 
 
    “Shut up, both of you!” said Bumblemoore. “Do you know how many rules you have broken? Performing combat wizardry in a crowded area, disrupting the sacred graduation ceremony, and—” 
 
    “Let’s not forget shitting yourself in honored robes,” said Murland, glaring at Lance—who indeed wore a change of clothes. 
 
    Lance offered him a murderous glare. “I like your tail, pussy,” he said. 
 
    “Enough!” Bumblemoore bellowed, and the paintings in his office crashed to the floor. “I have a mind to reject both of your diplomas and make you shovel dung together until you are friends.” 
 
    Both young men stared at Bumblemoore soberly, waiting to hear the alternative. 
 
    “But alas, the wide world has other plans for you, Murland.” Bumblemoore tapped his cheekbone in thought as he glared at the two. “I will not take your diplomas, for that would mean another year of putting up with you both. So, I will consider your punishments served. Lance nearly died due to your spell, and I believe that he has learned his lesson.” 
 
    “I really have,” said Lance, being the suck-up that he was. 
 
    “You’re not going to make him do something about this tail?” said Murland incredulously. 
 
    “No, I am not. And no one else is going to do anything about it either. Since you are so fond of casting spells from the book of Kazam, then I will leave it to you to get rid of the tail yourself.” 
 
    “Awe, come on,” said Murland. “I’m terrible at transmutation.” 
 
    “Then may that tail of yours be a lasting reminder of your carelessness. I mean, damn it, man, you could have killed him!” 
 
    Murland glanced at Lance, not feeling sorry in the least. 
 
    “You have heard my decision,” said Bumblemoore. “Now get out of my office.” 
 
    Lance got up and bowed before hurrying for the door. Murland let him go and, standing, turned pleading eyes on the headmaster. But Bumblemoore raised a staying hand. “My decision is final, and Hinckley will be made aware of it as well.” 
 
    “Yes, Headmaster,” said Murland, and he sullenly headed for the door. 
 
    “Murland.” 
 
    Murland turned with renewed hope. “Yes, Headmaster?” 
 
    “Do try to control yourself, for with great power, comes great…er, accountability? No, that’s not it.” 
 
    “I believe that the word you are searching for is responsibility,” said Murland. 
 
    “Responsibility! Yes, that’s it. Then you have heard the saying before?” 
 
    “Yeah, it comes up all the time in the Legend of Spiderguy.” 
 
    Bumblemoore looked lost. 
 
    “It’s a story the bards like to tell,” said Murland. 
 
    “Ah, well, isn’t that a marvel? Maybe you should learn from the stories that you listen to.” 
 
    “Yes, Headmaster,” said Murland. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland had intended to ask for Caressa’s hand in marriage at the dinner that night, but he wasn’t about to do it with a cat’s tail sticking out of his robes. Instead, he laughed about the incident with the king, saying, “You should see the other guy.” 
 
    He told the story of the Champions of the Dragon beyond the Wide Wall to his parents and the king. Those who ate nearby said nary a word to each other, eavesdropping on the famous story as they were. 
 
    Nothing was brought up about Murland and Caressa’s intentions, but she flirted with him all throughout the dinner, caressing his leg with her bare foot under the table where no one could see. 
 
    Toward the end of the dinner, the hostess approached the table and tapped Murland on the back. “A letter has arrived for you,” she said, and she handed him a velvety scroll of hardwood. 
 
    He thanked the hostess, glanced around at the watching table, and unfolded it. To his surprise, confetti shot out, and the voice of Brannon sang, “Save the date, bitches!” Silver elven glyphs floated into the air, changing into Fallacetinian letters. Slowly, a message began to appear. 
 
      
 
    You are hereby invited to the wedding of Brannon and Valkimir. The ceremony will take place on the 12th of this month, on the banks of Lake Tu’Kanchew in the woodland realm of Halala. We hope to see you there! 
 
      
 
    P.S. Bring a date…like a princess. 
 
      
 
    The letters then converged into a circle above the table, and the circle became one of Brannon’s long-lashed eyes. It winked at Murland before poofing into dust. 
 
    Murland glanced at Caressa and grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    No Matter Where You Go, There You Are 
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick reached for the top of Mt. Fallace and was about to let out a cry of victory when the ground beneath his feet suddenly became slick. He slipped, his fingers mere inches from the stack of rocks that represented the peak. Akitla laughed and ran by him, slapping her hand on the highest stone. 
 
    “I win!” she cried, raising her fists victoriously. 
 
    “You cheated,” said Sir Eldrick with a half laugh. 
 
    “The how is not important,” said Akitla, looking out over the vista with hands on hips and the air of a queen. 
 
    “Oh, but it is. It is what separates heroes from villains.” 
 
    “Meh, the world is not so black and white.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick got to his feet and took in the view. He had made this climb a dozen times, but he was always awed by its beauty. It was humbling seeing the world from such a high perch, and it often reminded him how small and insignificant people were in the grand scheme of things. To the east, the ocean spread out as far as the eye could see. To the south, the city of Utorras glimmered in the noonday sun. Its port was bustling with activity, and people moved about its streets like worker ants. Sir Eldrick looked to the west, where he knew Faeland to be, beyond Tuskull and the ogre swamps. He thought of the fairy queen and laughed to himself. 
 
    He would have to give her a visit…perhaps the tour would be going there. 
 
    “You look so happy. What were you thinking about?” said Akitla. 
 
    “What? Oh, nothing, nothing. I’m just happy to share this with you. It is one of my favorite hikes. This is a small mountain compared to those in the northwest, and even compared to the Silver Mountains, but it is a wonderful view of the kingdom that I love.” 
 
    “You are from Magestra, yet you love this land,” said Akitla, looking to him curiously. 
 
    “I’ve a lot of ghosts in Magestra. A part of me died there…that day. But Vhalovia is where I was reborn. It is where I became Sir Eldrick van Albright.” 
 
    Akitla studied him, and he felt as though she could see right through him. He didn’t know if she actually could, or if it was just a byproduct of the matriarchal society that she grew up in. Whichever it was, he felt uncomfortable beneath that gaze. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “You know that you have to seek them out. It is time for you to reconnect with your siblings,” she said in an even tone. 
 
    Sir Eldrick scoffed. “Since when did you become my wise mentor?” 
 
    “I say it like I see it,” she said with a shrug. “Would you rather I was not so forward with my thoughts? I know that in human society, skirting around the truth is a popular practice.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick let out a sigh and shook his head. “No, I don’t mind your being candid. It is actually a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    “My advice is air?” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” said Sir Eldrick. He grinned when she took out a little notebook and wrote it down. 
 
    They ate a lunch of fruit, dried meats, cheese, and bread at the summit of Mt. Fallace, and stayed atop the mountain until the sun threatened to beat them to the bottom. 
 
    When they returned to their rented abode in the heart of the city, Sir Eldrick found that a note had been slipped under the door. He glanced at Akitla, who was busy freshening up from the hike, and nervously peeled back the wax stamp—one that bore an insignia he remembered well, for it was one that he and the queen had used in secret. 
 
      
 
    Eldrick,  
 
      
 
    Meet me near the water, where a mermaid once swam. 
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick turned the note over, but there was nothing more to it. Meet me near the water, where a mermaid once swam. He smiled, knowing exactly where she meant. It had been a warm July day, just before they had finally succumbed to the growing passion between them. They had been standing on the docks, throwing bread to the seagulls, when a thrashing fin had suddenly splashed water on the queen. Sir Eldrick joked that it was a mermaid who had been jealous of her beauty. 
 
    “Who’s that from?” said Akitla as she combed out her long dark hair. 
 
    Sir Eldrick gave a start and tried to compose himself with a deep breath. 
 
    “Oh…the queen,” said Akitla knowingly. “What does she want?” 
 
    “You know, your intuition is kind of creepy sometimes.” 
 
    Akitla shrugged. 
 
    “She wants to meet with me,” he said at length. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are you going to meet with her?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Sir Eldrick shook his head, as if to clear it. “Haven’t you ever heard the expression, ‘mind your own business’?” 
 
    Akitla nodded. “Yeah, it’s in my notebook. But you are my father, so you are my business.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick laughed, reading the note again. 
 
    “Do you think that she wants to have sex with you?” 
 
    He gawked at his daughter. “Uh, perhaps candid isn’t the word for you.” 
 
    “Well, if she wants to have sex, are you going to?” 
 
    “No,” he said, and he was sincere. “I doubt that she wants that anyway.” 
 
    “Why the meeting in secret?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know. Can you let me think for a second?” 
 
    Akitla shrugged and moved toward the vanity to finish combing her hair. 
 
    Sir Eldrick nervously lit a pipe and moved out to the balcony to be alone with his thoughts. What could the queen possibly want to speak to him about? She had not said one word to him since his return, and he, of course, had not tried to communicate with her. Sir Eldrick had made amends with the king, and he had no interest in relations with the queen. 
 
    He debated ignoring the summons, but a part of him wondered, and would always wonder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick reached the docks at sundown, noting how eerily similar the weather was to that distant July day. Fishermen were coming in from a hard day’s work, their storage bays full of fish, lobster, and crab. Seagulls screeched as they circled overhead, eagerly anticipating the disposal of the unused chum from the sides of the boats. A few merchant boats sat anchored off the bay, along with upper-class cruisers where wealthy lords entertained women their wives surely did not know about. The shore was lit from one end to the other by the torches and candles of castles, restaurants, shops, and abodes that lined both sides of the harbor. In the distance, near the center of the city, Presto Tower shone with the multicolored light of magic, as did Castle Winterthorn to the south. 
 
    Sir Eldrick saw no sign of the queen. But a maiden with her hood drawn low walked up to him and dropped a speaking stone on the ground beside him, and without acknowledging either him or the crystal, she continued on her way. 
 
    He glanced around nonchalantly and bent to pick up the crystal. He waved a hand over it and brought it to his ear. 
 
    “Come to the tower where a broach was lost,” came the voice of the queen. 
 
    Sir Eldrick pocketed the stone and glanced at the old abandoned tower to the north, just beyond Castle Brightbart. Built by a wealthy lord for his wife, the tower, commonly known as Broken-heart Tower, had never been finished. Legend told that to this day, it was haunted by the ghosts of the lord and his wife. Sir Eldrick and the queen had never seen the ghosts, though their moans of passion had probably added to the rumors of its haunted halls. 
 
    He made his way back through the city to the tower and, making sure not to be seen by anyone, he slipped through the rusted gate covered by years of ivy growth. Sir Eldrick had no torch, and he needed none. They had met here half a dozen times that summer, and the halls, steps, and landings were as fresh in his mind as the curves of the queen’s body. When he reached the room that she had preferred and found light emanating from beneath the door, he tried to compose himself. He straightened, took a deep breath, and pushed through the door. 
 
    Queen Elzabethalynn stood, looking out of the large bay window facing the city. She did not move when she heard him enter. 
 
    Sir Eldrick stopped a few feet behind her and took a knee. “My Queen,” he said, and waited. 
 
    “Arise, Sir Eldrick,” came that sweet, familiar voice that made his insides turn to jelly. 
 
    Sir Eldrick stood, and she slowly turned around. He was about to ask her why she had summoned him when he noticed the bundle in her arms. The queen rocked the bundle and walked toward Sir Eldrick. She stopped before him, still not looking at him, but rather, staring at the big blue eyes of the babe in her arms. 
 
    He felt his throat constrict as he looked upon Prince Edwin. He glanced up, and the queen’s eyes found his. 
 
    “Edwin, I would like you to meet your father,” she said, staring into Sir Eldrick’s eyes. 
 
    He looked down at the year-old babe, and tears found his eyes. She offered Edwin to him, and Sir Eldrick took up his son as though he were made of glass. “Hello, Edwin,” said Sir Eldrick, his voice shaky. 
 
    The infant smiled and squeezed his finger. 
 
    “How strong you are,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Like his father,” said the queen, and their eyes met again. 
 
    Sir Eldrick felt that old pang in his heart, and the child between them only made him feel that much closer to her. 
 
    “I promised the king that I would never lay claim to the child,” said Sir Eldrick, reluctantly but stubbornly handing him back to her. 
 
    She ignored the gesture and turned to look out of the window once more. “The king is dying,” she said, her voice forlorn and heavy. 
 
    “What?” said Sir Eldrick, and suddenly the infant in his hands felt like a great weight. 
 
    “The sages have told me. There is nothing the wizards, witches, or spirit healers can do.” 
 
    “There must be something they can do. He’s the king, for gods’ sake.” 
 
    “They say that it is helpless.” 
 
    “Do you believe them? Perhaps it is a conspiracy to take over the throne.” 
 
    “They have all taken death vows that cannot be broken.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick wanted a drink…a very big drink. “I’m sorry, Elza.” 
 
    She turned toward him, her eyes shimmering with tears unfallen. “So am I.” 
 
    He handed her Edwin, and this time she took him. 
 
    “If they are right, gods forbid, and the king dies, your eldest shall take the throne in his father’s place. And I shall offer my sword to your son, as I have the king, as I have to you.” 
 
    “You are a good friend, Eldrick,” she said, caressing his cheek with her soft hand. He touched it, and they stood motionless in the light of the pregnant moon. 
 
    Sir Eldrick wiped the tears from her eyes and touched her cheek as well, but rather than kiss, they came together and hugged, with young Edwin cooing between them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Sir Eldrick rode to Castle Winterthorn and asked for an audience with the king. Henry Winterthorn was a busy man, to be sure, but he got Sir Eldrick in by noon. The head guard, a man Sir Eldrick knew from the academy, led him to the king’s library, where the self-professed lover of wine stood by the bar, pouring two glasses of wine that likely cost more than a soldier’s quarterly salary. 
 
    “Ah, Eldrick, my friend. Please join me in a toast,” said King Henry, who appeared to already be drunk at the midday hour. 
 
    Sir Eldrick bit his lower lip, knowing that he could not refuse the king’s invitation, but also knowing that he could not accept. 
 
    “Hello, Henry,” he said, joining him by the bar. 
 
    Henry handed him a glass and raised his own, trying but failing to focus on Sir Eldrick. “To a life well lived, and children to continue your legacy,” he said, and to Sir Eldrick’s relief, he did not wait for a clink of glasses before tossing his drink back. 
 
    Sir Eldrick put down his full glass. 
 
    “What brings you here?” Henry asked, putting an arm around Sir Eldrick and leading him to the sitting area amidst mountains of bookshelves. 
 
    “Well, we begin the tour soon, and I just wanted to see you once more before…” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the tour. A great morale booster that will be. Haha, the commoners don’t mind paying taxes when their hero saves their asses from obliteration, now do they?” 
 
    “I guess not—” 
 
    “Cheers!” said the king, and he tossed back another drink. 
 
    “Henry…my liege…how are you?” said Sir Eldrick, and as soon as the words left his mouth, he knew it was a mistake. 
 
    “Huh, what do you mean? I am as right as rain, as fit as a fiddle, as bouncy as a lass’s breastesess beneath the Maypole. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I don’t know…I’m sorry. It’s just…I don’t know.” 
 
    “To tell you the truth,” said Henry, leaning in, “I could do without these blasted doctors and magi telling me to let up on the red meat and wine. A bunch of down-bringers they are.” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Sir Eldrick with a fake laugh, “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Anyway…ah, yes, the tour. It begins shortly, does it not?” 
 
    “It does,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Ah, that will be something to see. Do you remember when we were nearly killed by the Giant of Calamity? You and I?” 
 
    Sir Eldrick laughed at the memory. The army had been devastated by the giant’s assault, and Sir Eldrick had rushed back to the forward camp to protect the king. He found Henry in the beer tent, guzzling dwarven port. 
 
    “When you found me,” said the king, “I was half a gallon into that sour dwarven ale. You suggested rum instead, and we kicked that giant’s ass.” 
 
    “That we did,” said Sir Eldrick, though he had been the one to do the deed while the king snored away only feet from where the giant fell. 
 
    “Those were the good ole days,” said the king, raising his glass. 
 
    Sir Eldrick nodded agreement, and the king suddenly passed out, spilling his wine in the process. 
 
    “My liege…Henry?” He leaned over the coffee table between them and shook Henry, but he just started snoring. 
 
    Sir Eldrick took a knee beside the king, and in his ear he said, “I will protect your family with my life, now and forever.” 
 
    He left Castle Winterthorn at one ‘o’clock in the afternoon and found the nearest pub, a place called The Seamen’s Harpoon. The Harp, as regulars were fond of calling it, had once been one of his favorite haunts. He ordered a shot from the barkeep, a man named Mervin who had pocketed a fair amount of coin from the knight. Mervin was more than happy to oblige, and he left the bottle with Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Sir Eldrick sat there, shot in hand, bottle waiting to be emptied, and watched the clock as he thought of the past. He smiled when he remembered the adventures he had been on with the king and his brother knights of Vhalovia, and he frowned when he thought of his affair with the queen. He thought of Murland, Brannon, Gibrig, and Willow, and he chuckled so hard to himself at times that those nearby must have thought him drunk indeed. Sir Eldrick found himself eager to see his newest companions again. His mood shifted, however, when he thought of the king’s sickness. He didn’t trust the wizards, witches, and spirit healers that the king had in his employ, and he knew that the king didn’t either—death vow or not. There was surely something that Sir Eldrick could do for the king, and he determined to try and find a cure. 
 
    Come closing time, he hadn’t drunk a drop, and flicking a coin at Mervin, he turned from the bottle and merged into the street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The Greasy Spoon 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Order up!” Gibrig yelled. 
 
    “Ye gots to be kidding me!” said Hagus, adjusting his eye patch and wiping the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “What can me be sayin’, Pap?” said Gibrig. “Everybody be wantin’ Haley’s Dimples.” 
 
    Hagus happily shook his head and went back to work behind the grill. In the three weeks since they had been back, Gibrig and his father had decided to open a restaurant. It was Hagus’s brainchild, for he had known that there would be money to make off Gibrig’s new title, so a mere two weeks after they had returned, The Spoon o’ the Champion o’ the Dragon had opened its doors. Granted, the restaurant was nothing but an old renovated barn, and it still stank of hogs and grain, but the swelling crowd of dwarves along with human, elf, and ogre traders seemed not to mind at all. Hagus referred to the rustic look, feel, and smell as “a bit o’ the authentic experience.” 
 
    It seemed that people agreed, for they came in droves. 
 
    Gibrig, not wanting to butcher so many animals, had agreed to help his father with the restaurant on the condition that he could concoct a vegetarian dish that would satisfy even the biggest pork-loving dwarf. Hagus had been hesitant, but agreed to let his son try. What Gibrig came up with after only one night was a concoction of bread crumbs, garlic, herbs, and onions mixed into a soy patty with a generous amount of fennel to give it a sausage flavor. He had named it Haley’s Dimples, after his late aunt, and it had been an instant success. For sides, they offered smashed potatoes with garlic butter, bacon bits, and chives (though Gibrig was working on a bacon substitute made from turkey), along with steamed carrots, green beans, corn on the cob, cheese, bread, and gravy. 
 
    The money rolled in, but that didn’t keep Hagus from complaining about the “thieving soy merchants” and promising that next year they would dedicate an entire field to the crop. 
 
    King Dranlar even ate at The Spoon once a week, and it seemed that indeed, he had gotten over Gibrig and Hagus’s transgressions. Hagus didn’t trust the dwarf king’s jovial manner and warned Gibrig to be on his guard around Dranlar. But Gibrig had given him a dragon tooth, and the influx of tourists coming to the Iron Mountains to see the champion and his golden shield had given the kingdom a huge economic boost. To Gibrig, the trouble with the king was in the past. Indeed, he even found that he liked the dwarf who had once sent him on a suicide quest. 
 
    Life was good for the champion of the Iron Mountains, but at night, when the hustle and bustle of the busy restaurant had died down, Gibrig was plagued by terrible nightmares. He saw the portal that Drak’Noir had emerged from, and it beckoned to him. In more than one dream, he had stepped through the glowing portal at the top of Bad Mountain, but he always woke up before he saw what was on the other side. Gibrig woke up in a cold sweat most nights, for when he wasn’t dreaming about the portal, he was dreaming about poor Gillrog trapped in the great In-Between. He wondered often whether his visit to the Mountain in the Clouds had been real or not. It had seemed as real as the living world at the time, but with every day that came and went, the memory of the experience began to take on a dream-like quality. 
 
    “Hello, Gibrig,” came a sweet voice that shook him from his daydream. 
 
    He turned from the table he had been serving and found three dwarf lasses blinking and blushing at him. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, glancing around. “We’re full up right now, but if you would like, I can seat ye outside on the lawn. It be a good day for eatin’ outside.” 
 
    “We didn’t come to eat,” said one, and her friend giggled and elbowed her playfully. 
 
    “Well, maybe we could eat something,” said another of the three, looking Gibrig up and down hungrily. 
 
    “I…uh…well…uh,” Gibrig stammered. 
 
    The lasses giggled, and one ran a hand down his chest. “Ye be so tall and sweet. Like a cold glass o’ lemonade on a hot summer day,” she said, moving closer. 
 
    Gibrig felt his cheeks getting hot, and he smiled stupidly as he glanced around to see who was watching. Then he froze, for Annabelle Ironstrike and her father had just come through the door, and the daughter of the blacksmith was looking his way. 
 
    “So, do you offer dessert?” one of the dwarf girls was saying. 
 
    “Huh…ah, what?” said Gibrig dreamily, and without another word he floated across the room to greet the blacksmith. 
 
    “Hey!” said one of the flirting lass behind him, but Gibrig hardly heard her, transfixed as he was with Annabelle’s beauty. 
 
    “Hello, hello,” said Gibrig as he grabbed a place setting for the two. He turned to a couple of old dwarves who had long ago finished their meal, saying under his breath, “This one be on the house if ye get on a goin’.” He turned and smiled at the blacksmith, unable to meet Annabelle’s eyes. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Master Hogstead. Or should I call ye Champion?” said Hammar Ironstrike. 
 
    Gibrig laughed affably. “Nah, ye can just call me Gibrig. Gib if ye like.” 
 
    “I’d like to see that shield o’ yers up close some day, if ye don’t be mindin’,” said Hammar. 
 
    “Would be me pleasure.” 
 
    “Is it true that only ye can lift it?” said Annabelle. And for the first time Gibrig looked into her eyes. 
 
    Big mistake… 
 
    Gibrig stared, and stared, and stared, which caused a big smile to slowly grow across Annabelle’s face, only making her more beautiful. 
 
    “Cat got yer tongue, lad?” said Hammar. 
 
    “What? Er, no, we ain’t got no cat tongue. But I know a human lass named Ling Ling who makes a good one.” 
 
    Hammar looked to Gibrig with concern and put a hand on his shoulder. “It be alright, lad. I seen that look before.” 
 
    “Ye have?” said Gibrig, worried that he had offended the blacksmith. 
 
    Hammar nodded gravely. “Ye gots that PQSD, ain’t ye?” 
 
    “PQSD, sir?” 
 
    “Post-quest stress disorder. I seen it a hundred times before. If ye ever want to talk ‘bout it, well, I can relate. I fought alongside yer father and the late King Bonesteel ye know, and I ain’t a stranger to haunted dreams.” 
 
    “Oh, well thank ye,” said Gibrig. Making sure not to look at Annabelle, he led them to the table that the old-timers had just exited and hurriedly cleared it for them. 
 
    “Gib! I be needin’ ye in the kitchen!” his father called. 
 
    Gibrig nodded to his father and laid the place settings on the table. He excused himself, steeling one last glance at Annabelle, who was smiling brightly at him. 
 
    “What’s up, Pap?” he said once he had reached the kitchen. 
 
    “We be outta soy again. Man the grill while I track down that no-good merchant.” 
 
    “He ain’t gonna sell us no more until we pay for the last batch,” Gibrig reminded him. 
 
    “Oh, he’ll sell alright. The bastard done raised his prices on soy once we started sellin’, and if he thinks he be takin’ Hagus Hogstead for a fool, he gots another thing comin’!” 
 
    Gibrig did as he was told, and he snuck a glance at Annabelle every chance he got, but by the time his father returned, the good blacksmith and his daughter had finished and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gibrig woke up early the next day and prepared himself for another long day at the restaurant. But when he sat down for breakfast with his father, he was delighted to learn that Hagus had decided that they would take the day off and go fishing instead. 
 
    “There be a new fishin’ hole I been wantin’ to try out,” said Hagus between spoons of gruel. 
 
    “People ain’t gonna be none too happy that we ain’t openin’ today,” said Gibrig, never one to want to anger anyone. 
 
    “Bah, they’ll get over it. Besides, even a champion deserves a day off once in a while. Ye be goin’ on tour soon, don’t be forgettin’. Only the gods know how in the hells I be gettin’ along with ye gone though.” 
 
    “I could just tell them I can’t go,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Nonsense, it be yer duty. Besides, I be sure ye wantin’ to be seein’ yer friends again.” 
 
    “I have missed them, and it has only been a few weeks.” 
 
    “Aye, I’d go with ye, but the restaurant can’t function with both o’ us gone. Don’t ye worry, Gib, Annabelle Ironstrike be lookin’ for a little work, and she’s a hard worker just like her father and brothers.” 
 
    “Annabelle…” said Gibrig, his mouth so wide that his food almost fell out. 
 
    Hagus eyed his son knowingly and adjusted his eyepatch. “Ye got the hots for the lass, ain’t ye?” he said with a wry grin. 
 
    Gibrig felt himself blushing and looked shyly to his food. “I guess ye could be sayin’ that. But, well, Pa, she be sooo beautiful, I can hardly talk to her without tripping over me tongue.” 
 
    Hagus gave a merry laugh. “I be knowin’ the feelin’, lad. Was exactly how I done felt ‘bout yer ma.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Aye, she was the prettiest lass I ever done seen.” 
 
    “How did ye work up the courage to talk to her?” 
 
    “I ain’t for knowin’, lad, but good thing I did, else ye wouldn’t be here,” said Hagus with a laugh. “Fret not, Gibrig me boy. Ye done faced a dragon; a pretty lass should be no problem after that feat.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Gibrig with all seriousness. “I think Drak’Noir was easier.” 
 
    “Well, ye’ll get plenty o’ time to work up yer courage. Hammar has invited us to eat at his place tonight.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Aye, remember he wanted to inspect that shield o’ yers? And ye need to prepare Annabelle to take yer place while ye be gone.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” said Gibrig with growing anxiety. 
 
    “Just be yerself, lad, and everythin’ll work out just fine.” 
 
    That night they arrived at the blacksmith’s house an hour before sundown. Hammar and his family were mountain valley dwarves as well and lived a few miles away, nearer to the Western Door to the Iron Mountains. Gibrig and Hagus were met at the door by Hammar’s wife, Ruby, a plump, pretty dwarf in her mid-forties who had only a short, braided beard tied off with a blue ribbon at the bottom. Hagus had brought a bottle of homemade wine, which Ruby took happily, and she even kissed Gibrig on the cheek when they were introduced. 
 
    “Oh, and ye’ve brought yer shield,” she said as she led them inside. “Hammar is goin’ to be so excited. I’ve had to listen to him wonder ‘bout that shield for a fortnight, I have!” 
 
    “I be glad to show him,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Just then, three young strapping dwarves with arms like oak tree branches came rumbling and tumbling down the stairs, pushing each other and laughing. One of them had been the victim of a bad wedgie, for his underpants were bunched up and sticking out of the back of his trousers. When they reached the bottom, they stopped and stared up at Gibrig, and a cheery smile found each of their faces. 
 
    “Lads, please do try to act civilized ‘round guests,” said their mother. “This be Hagus Hogstead and his son, Gibrig Hogstead, Champion o’ the Iron Mountains. These be me boys, Dilly, Dally, and Diddle.” 
 
    “Well met,” said Gibrig, shaking each of their hands in turn. 
 
    “Well I’ll be a goat milker sneaking drinks from the teat,” said Dilly. “Ye sure be tall, like they say.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Dally. “And look, he brought the golden shield.” 
 
    “I wager that I can lift it,” said Diddle, rolling up his sleeves. 
 
    “If anyone be tryin’ to lift it first, it be me,” came the voice of Hammar as he turned the corner into the kitchen. “Hagus, Gibrig,” he said, shaking their hands. “Glad ye could make it.” 
 
    “Our pleasure,” said Hagus, sniffing at the air. “That be a roast I be smellin’?” 
 
    “Aye, lamb,” said Ruby, slapping Dally’s hand when he tried to pick at the appetizers set out on silver trays. “Ye three go on and do somethin’ useful,” she told her boys, shooing them all out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Hammar. “We can have a closer look at that shield in me workshop. Care for a drink?” 
 
    “Usually,” said Hagus—though he wasn’t much of a drinker—and the dwarves shared a laugh. 
 
    Gibrig followed, glancing into every room they went through and wondering where Annabelle was. They were led out the back door and into Hammar’s workshop, which, given the hour, was closed to the public. But the place was well lit by oil lamps, and the hanging metal shields, swords, pickaxes, shovels, and axes reflected the light well. 
 
    The three brothers came shuffling into the workshop, each carrying two frothing pints of ale. Gibrig and his father each accepted one with some thanks, and being nervous as he was, Gibrig downed half of his drink in one long pull. 
 
    “Alright then,” said Hammar, rolling up his sleeves. “What be the trick o’ it?” 
 
    “Trick?” said Gibrig and then realized that the blacksmith was talking about his shield. “Oh, well, there ain’t no trick really.” 
 
    “Ye mind if I take a shot?” 
 
    “O’course not,” said Gibrig, placing the shield on the floor face down so that the handle was facing up. 
 
    “Careful ye don’t pull somethin’,” said Hagus. “I think I done pulled every muscle in me arse tryin’ to lift that thing.” 
 
    Hammar rolled his big shoulders, spread his legs wide, and planted them firmly on each side of the shield. Grabbing ahold of the handle, he pulled with all his might. 
 
    The shield didn’t budge. 
 
    Hammar adjusted his stance and tried again until the veins in his forehead looked like they might burst. “Well I’ll be a witch’s ass wart,” he said, finally giving up with a huff. 
 
    “Let me try,” said Dilly, and he and his brothers all wrestled each other to get to the handle. They all ended up trying to lift it at once, but just like a hundred dwarves before them, they failed to move it. 
 
    “Show ‘em how it be done, lad,” said Hagus. And as the Ironstrikes stared in amazement, Gibrig easily hefted the shield and stood tall. 
 
    “It’s got to be magic,” said Dally. 
 
    “Mind if I take a closer look at it?” said Hammar. “Though I doubt I could do it any harm if I tried.” 
 
    Gibrig didn’t mind at all, for he had often wondered about the shield. He put it on the workbench carefully, which, curiously, did not buckle beneath the seemingly impossible weight. Hammar took out an assortment of instruments, tinctures, and magnifying glasses. First, he rubbed a small section of the shield with an oil before covering the spot with sparkling dust. He then wiped off the mixture and put it inside a vial of clear liquid. He shook the vial and held it up to the light, nodding to himself. 
 
    “Well, it be gold, that be for sure. And the purest I ever did see,” he said as he scribbled notes. “Ye don’t mind me writin’ down me findin’s, do ye lad?” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Gibrig. “Ye got a way o’ checkin’ what kind o’ magic it be enchanted by?” 
 
    “O’ course,” said Hammar, and he took out another assortment of tools. He checked first for wizard magic, and finding none, he moved on to witch, fairy, and even more exotic magic like mermaid, ogre, and troll—but he found none. When he had exhausted his knowledge, Hammar stared at the shield, scratching his beard. “I don’t know, Gib. It be obviously magic, but for the life o’ me I can’t figure out which one. And there only be one left that I ain’t tried.” 
 
    “God magic,” said the three brothers in unison, sharing looks of amazement. 
 
    Everyone crowded around Hammar’s workbench as he went about testing the shield once more. He had never performed the test, and so relied on the instructions in an old smithy guidebook with well-worn pages. Hammar had to send his sons looking through his many drawers for the ingredients he needed for the test, the most important of which turned out to be a small silver hammer. The blacksmith washed it with wine, sprinkled it with sand, and placed it over fire for exactly thirteen seconds. He prayed over the small hammer before making the sign of the axe over it, and abruptly pinged it against the golden shield. 
 
    “LAAAHHH!” came a chorus of cherubic voices, and the shield began to glow. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” said Hammar as the glow and the song died away. “It be infused with god magic!” 
 
    “Well, Slides said that it was made by a human and enchanted by a god,” Gibrig shyly admitted. “But I guess I didn’t really believe it one-hundred-percent-like.” 
 
    “Slides?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was a racing snail that I met in the mole people mines. He done be the one who gave it to me,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Shields enchanted by god magic, racing snails, mole men…Ye must sure have one hells o’ a story to tell,” said Hammar. 
 
    “It can be told over dinner,” said Annabelle from the doorway. “The food be ready.” 
 
    Gibrig’s heart leapt when he saw her standing there in her pretty blue dress. Her hair was up in an intricate braid and tied with a bow, and her eyes sparkled in the torchlight. He left his shield on the work bench and followed the others to the kitchen, where he was surprised to find himself sitting between Annabelle and his father. On the other side of the table sat the three brothers, and at each end, husband and wife smiled at them all. 
 
    “Taters?” said Annabelle, handing Gibrig a steaming bowl of golden-yellow spuds. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Gibrig, and as he took the bowl, his fingers grazed hers, sending a jolt of excitement charging through his veins. 
 
    She smiled at him coyly, and her already pink cheeks became red. 
 
    “Do ye take elderberry sauce with yer lamb?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Gibrig heaped his plate with potatoes, carrots, biscuits, and cranberry jam, but his attention was on Annabelle the entire time. In his absentmindedness, he nearly toppled the pitcher of goat milk, but his father caught it just in time. 
 
    Breathe, his father mouthed when their eyes met. 
 
    “Master Gibrig,” said Annabelle in that sweet cherubim voice. “Do tell us o’ your adventures beyond the Wide Wall. I’ve been dying to hear it.” 
 
    “Alright, Miss Annabelle. Where would you like me to start?” 
 
    “At the beginning,” said Dilly with a chuckle. 
 
    “Well,” said Gibrig, making sure to skip over the part about his altercation with the king’s men at market. “I was walking through Shadow Forest one day, and suddenly Kazimir the Most High Wizard poofed into existence…” 
 
    Gibrig told his story through dinner, dessert, second dessert with coffee, and three mugs of beer. He did not finish until the moon was high and bright. The Ironstrike family was enthralled with the tale. They laughed at some parts, gasped at others, and even cried at times, like when he told them of meeting his grandfather in the Mountain in the Clouds. He ended his tale with the defeat of Drak’Noir and sat back in his chair, spent from so much talking. 
 
    “Phew,” said Ruby, fanning herself. “I feel like I was actually on the quest with ye.” 
 
    “That’s a hell o’ a story,” said Hammar as he sat back and lit up a pipe. 
 
    “Damn!” said an animated Diddle. “The way those mole men went flyin’ when ye hit ‘em with that shield o’ yers. I wish I could’a seen it.” 
 
    “And standin’ up to Drak’Noir like that,” said Anabelle, her nostrils flaring adorably. “That was very brave o’ ye.” 
 
    “Awe, I was just doin’ me duty to me friends and the people o’ Fallacetine.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true hero,” said Hammar, raising his glass. “To Gibrig Hogstead!” 
 
    The family cheered to his health, which made Gibrig blush all the more. 
 
    “Father, might me and Gibrig go for a walk about? We need to talk about me helpin’ out at The Spoon and all.” 
 
    Hammar raised a brow. He glanced at his wife, then at Gibrig, and finally nodded. “Go on then, ye crazy kids.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gibrig dreamily followed Annabelle out of the house and into the quiet streets of the small town nestled in the shadow of the mountain. The moon was still bright, with only a few clouds around to hinder its silver glow. But those puffs of mist were lazy and seemed hardly to move. In the moonlight, Annabelle’s fair skin had a magical glow, and her eyes darted to his now and again as they walked, causing Gibrig’s throat to go dry and his legs to wobble. 
 
    “Th-th-thanks a lot for helpin’ me pap while I be gone on the tour,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Ye be welcome. I hope to own a restaurant someday. It’ll be good practice.” 
 
    They strolled down the street together, and Gibrig was all too aware of how close their hands came. 
 
    “Ye must be so excited,” she said, offering him an enchanted smile. “Ye’ll get to see so much o’ Fallacetine. Well, I guess ye already seen more o’ it than most dwarves.” 
 
    Gibrig shrugged. “I guess I seen a lot. But ye know, there be few places as beautiful as the Iron Mountains.” 
 
    And none more beautiful than ye, he wanted to say, but the moment passed too quickly. Gibrig remembered how, on the road to Bad Mountain, he had sworn to himself that he would marry Annabelle if he got out of the quest alive. And now here he was, barely able to give her a compliment, let alone propose to her. Of course, he had to ask her father first, and that was perhaps more intimidating. 
 
    “What ye thinkin’ ‘bout?” she asked, smiling sidelong at him. 
 
    “Uh, ah, nothin’.” 
 
    She turned onto the main market street, which, given the hour, was quiet but for the occasional mountain guard doing his rounds. Gibrig was easily enough recognized, what with being at least a head over every other dwarf alive. 
 
    “Must be strange, bein’ a celebrity and all,” said Annabelle, noticing the respectful nod that Gibrig gained from the passing guard. 
 
    “Awe.” Gibrig kicked a stone. “I wouldn’t call meself a celebrity.” 
 
    “Ye kiddin’? Why, everyone in the Iron Mountains…nay, everyone in the world must know yer name.” She nudged him playfully. “I know the girls talk ‘bout ye all the time.” 
 
    “They do!” Gibrig lowered his voice. “They do?” 
 
    She nodded. “Aye, ain’t ye noticed all the looks ye get?” 
 
    Gibrig laughed. “I been gettin’ looks me whole life.” 
 
    “Not like that, I mean the look. I know at least a dozen dwarf lasses that would marry ye on the spot.” 
 
    “Now ye just be teasin’.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she said, her face serious. 
 
    “Well,” said Gibrig, wringing his hands and trying to find his courage. He knew that it was now or never, and the longer he waited to reply, the louder he could hear Wendel in his head yelling, you’re blowing it, man! 
 
    He stopped beneath the sign of Maggard Megglie’s Chocolate Shoppe and took a deep breath. Annabelle eyed him with mild amusement and more than a hint of curiosity. 
 
    “Well…if ye want to be knowin’ the truth,” he said, his voice sounding too high-pitched for his liking. He coughed to clear his throat. “If ye want to be knowin’ the truth, I don’t see no lasses lookin’ at me, ‘cause I always be…I always be lookin’ for ye.” 
 
    There, he had said it. His heart fluttered, and he held his breath as he watched the words sink in. A blushing smile crept across Annabelle’s face, but then she squinted at him suspiciously. “Now ye be teasin’,” she said. 
 
    He took a knee, and her eyes went wide. “Annabelle,” he said, gulping down the last hint of cowardice. He became overcome by excitement, and the words came out in a flurry. “I’ve had me eye on ye ever since we was just wee little dwarves. I know we ain’t knowin’ each other that good, but well, I’d like to spend the rest o’ me life gettin’ to know ye better. During the quest to Bad Mountain, when I thought I might die, me only regrets were the death o’ me brother, and not tellin’ ye how I felt when I had the chance. But now, gosh darn it, I got me chance. Annabelle Ironstrike, I love ye, and if ye don’t mind havin’ a tall husband, I would be honored if ye would be me wife.” 
 
    Annabelle stared at him, looking shocked. Gibrig began to feel silly kneeling there on the cobblestone, and so he stood slowly. She looked up at him, her eyes beginning to water, and Gibrig began to fear that he had offended her with his blunt words. 
 
    “Annabelle…I—” 
 
    She kissed him full on the mouth and his eyes widened. Seeing that hers were closed, he closed his as well. 
 
    Bad idea. 
 
    Gibrig became dizzy as their lips pressed together, and he grabbed her about the waist to steady himself. She took a handful of his hair in her urgent hands and pulled him down to her level, her plump lips exploring his. Then, as if they had decided it on their own, their lips parted and their tongues began to dance. Gibrig’s head spun, and his stomach felt as though it contained a dozen quivering sprites. 
 
    They ended the kiss simultaneously, staring mystified into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Sweet, sweet, Gibrig. I would be honored to marry ye,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Gibrig felt hot tears spilling down his face, and he took her up in his arms and spun her in the streets to the music of her delightful laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Moonswamp 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willow chewed on her swamp rat jerky nervously as she approached the border to Moonswamp. Dingleberry sat on her shoulder, suspiciously eyeing the large bullfrogs that seemed to be so prominent here. 
 
    “This place stink-stink,” said the sprite. 
 
    “Smells just like any other swamp,” said Willow. 
 
    “Nope-nope, not true-true. Smells like bull-bullfrog, yuck!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re safe with me,” said Willow, knowing how nervous Dingleberry was to be in the part of the swamp where she had been attacked by a bullfrog. 
 
    “Are we there-there yet?” Dingleberry asked for the hundredth time. 
 
    “Almost,” said Willow. She pointed to the smoke hanging above the trees less than a mile off. “That’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    “Them blues got any sugar-sugar yum-yum?” 
 
    “I’m not sure…” said Willow, noticing the blue ogres keeping watch from the spider trees. They eyed her suspiciously, and she knew that more than one arrow was trained on her. She was not worried about the arrows, however; what made Willow so nervous that she thought she might puke was that she was about to meet her daughter for the first time since giving birth, nearly two years ago. 
 
    “Bwraaap!” came a deep burp, and a tattooed blue ogre with sharpened tusks fell from a tree and landed five feet in front of her raptor. 
 
    “Steady, Gorge,” said Willow, petting her mount’s neck. 
 
    “Who goes there?” said the blue. 
 
    “I am Willow Muckmuck, Champion of the Dragon of Fire Swamp!” 
 
    “And Dingleberry fairy-fairy!” said the sprite. 
 
    The guard glanced up at the other blues watching from the trees, looking unsure. “Willow Muckmuck is said to be gargantuan. She is said to be the biggest green ogre in Fire Swamp.” 
 
    Willow dismounted and tossed the rest of her jerky to her raptor. “I am Willow Muckmuck, and I was the biggest, but I’m on that Ratkin’s diet.” 
 
    “Ratkin’s?” said the blue, looking perplexed. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, you eat nothing but swamp rats for a time so that you can lose weight.” 
 
    “Why would you want to lose weight?” 
 
    “Look, you going to let me in or not?” 
 
    Just then the gate behind the blue opened, and a big, tall ogre with brilliant blue eyes stepped through. Willow’s heart leapt, for it was the father of her child. He wore only a gator-skin loincloth, and his rippling muscles reminded her of their long nights of lovemaking deep in the heart of the swamp. 
 
    “Willow!” he said as he rushed past the guard and took her up in a big hug, lifting her off her feet. The fact that he could actually lift her only turned her on all the more. 
 
    “Hello, Gryll,” she said, trying not to cry. 
 
    He let her down and looked her over, seemingly liking what he saw. 
 
    Dingleberry coughed, and Willow laughed nervously. “Sorry. Gryll, this is Dingleberry.” 
 
    “I’m a hard-hardened criminal,” said the sprite, eyeing him suspiciously. “So, don’t get any idea-thoughts, see?” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” said Gryll, though he did not take his eyes off Willow. At length, he shook his head and blinked as though he had been under a spell. “My apologies. Please, follow me. You are welcome here.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t say that she could go in,” said the guard. 
 
    “Shut up, Phrump,” said Gryll, and he led Willow and Dingleberry past the gates. 
 
    Moonswamp was everything that Willow had imagined. There were plants that Willow had never seen before and beautiful multicolored birds everywhere. Green, glowing butterflies seemed to cover every wall of the huts built high in the canopy of spider trees. And below, neat gardens of pussy willow, cattail, reed grass, and swamp rice were bordered by tall walls of bamboo. 
 
    “Look-look,” said Dingleberry, pointing. “They’ve got houses in the tree-trees.” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” said Willow. 
 
    Gryll stared at her with a big smile, his perfect white tusks shiny in the bright sunlight. “But not as beautiful as you.” 
 
    Willow punched him in the arm playfully. “You’re such a flirt.” 
 
    A horn blew somewhere in the trees, and it seemed that every blue in the village came to their window. Soon the ruckus of a hundred pounding feet echoed through the swamp as the many ogres raced down the stairs to see the Champion of Fire Swamp for themselves. 
 
    A basket lowered slowly from one of the hanging abodes, and a well-decorated ogre with many warts and a belly that any ogre would envy stepped off the lift and strode toward Willow. His ears donned many bone piercings, as did his nose, nipples, and even eyebrows. He was dressed in a fine crocodile skin jerkin with pearl buttons and a blue kilt of hemp. His impressive tusks were covered in ceremonial golden caps with thin chains hanging from them. On his head was the tallest hat Willow had ever seen; it looked to be a giant knot of pythons. 
 
    “Chief Fangmore!” said Gryll, falling to his knees. “I present to you, Willow Muckmuck, Dragon Champion of Fire Swamp.” 
 
    Willow didn’t drop to her knees, for Fangmore was not her chief, but she did offer him a deep bow. “Greetings, Chief Fangmore.” 
 
    The chief eyed her over and looked to Dingleberry momentarily. At length, he farted, which was of course the highest form of greeting that one might expect from a blue ogre. Willow, not having one brewing in the back oven, instead gulped down air until her belly was full and let loose an extensive burp that rattled the bamboo window frames in the huts above. 
 
    The chief nodded, looking impressed. He extended his hands, and his hundreds of bracelets jingled loudly. “Welcome, Willow Muckmuck, Champion of Fire Swamp!” 
 
    The crowd of blue ogres cheered, and Gryll smiled brightly at her and winked. 
 
    “Willow Muckmuck, greatest of ogre champions, you honor us all with your visit. In return, I invite you to fight my most cherished beast!” 
 
    This time the crowd went wild. The sound of tusk slaps and farts filled the swamp, which made Willow’s eyes water for more than one reason. 
 
    “I accept!” said Willow. 
 
    The chief raised his heavily adorned scepter and cried to the heavens, “Prepare the arena!” 
 
    Willow followed the chief, waving at the crowd, and leaned in to whisper to Gryll. “Where is Fern?” 
 
    “With my wife,” he said, smiling happily. 
 
    Willow was taken aback. “Your what!” 
 
    “I knew it!” said Dingleberry. “You’re nothing but a game-playing player-player!” 
 
    Gryll ignored her, but looked to Willow with concern. “What’s wrong?” he asked Willow. “I thought that you knew.” 
 
    “How would I know that you had a wife? You never told me that!” 
 
    “I have three wives. I mean…look at me,” he said, flexing a bicep. “Why would you think that I was single?” 
 
    Willow let go of his hand and stormed off after the chief. Dingleberry offered Gryll two thumbs up—the rudest gesture in ogre society—before sticking out her tongue and buzzing after her friend. 
 
    “Willow!” Gryll called, but she ignored him and followed on the chief’s heels to the bamboo wagon that would bring them up to the arena. When they boarded, Dingleberry slipped in through the bamboo cage, but the door closed on a confused-looking Gryll. 
 
    The chief waved a hand, and the carriage driver snapped the reins. With a jerk, the team of six alligators began to move. Willow was seething, but she tried to hide it from the chief. Thankfully, he was an ogre of few words and did not speak during the short ride to the arena. 
 
    When the carriage came to a halt, Willow followed the chief out and stopped dead when she saw the size of the arena. At least one hundred yards long and made with high stone walls, the arena stood on a tall mound of earth that kept it safe from flooding. It was rumored that the blue ogres knew how to move the boulders of Stone Forest, but few believed it. 
 
    A horde of blue ogres hurriedly made their way into the arena, but the chief needn’t worry about the crowds, for a dozen guards cleared the way to a secondary entrance, and Willow followed Fangmore through the door into a long tunnel. 
 
    “Please, just follow Fargentooga here, and he will show you to the champions’ quarters, where you will be made ready for battle,” said the chief before hurrying off down the hall. 
 
    Fargentooga gestured toward another tunnel, and Willow followed. All the while she thought of what she was going to do to Gryll. 
 
    “This is bogus!” said Dingleberry, who flew beside her. “Why you gotta fight-fight anyway?” 
 
    “Moonswamp tradition,” said Willow. 
 
    “Well, I got your back-back!” said the sprite, unsheathing her needle. 
 
    “Thanks, but I think I should handle this one on my own.” 
 
    Willow was led into a small room where a dozen blue ogre females waited. She was dressed in fine crocodile armor and given a choice of weapons. In the end, she settled on a big spiked club that weighed nearly two hundred pounds. 
 
    She could hear the clamor of the crowd as she was led down a hall toward an iron gate. Peering through the holes, she saw that the arena was packed with at least a thousand blue ogres, all cheering and burping and shaking the stands with their big stomping feet. 
 
    “I have waited for years to unveil my most treasured beast, one that was gotten at great cost from the Swamp of Doom, far to the west of the Wide Wall!” the chief was saying. Willow wondered for the first time what the prized beast might be. But she needn’t wait long, for the chief gestured toward her, and the gate was lifted. 
 
    Willow walked through proudly with Dingleberry on her shoulder. 
 
    “Behold!” said the chief. “Willow Muckmuck, Champion of the Dragon of Fire Swamp!” 
 
    The crowd cheered her name, and she forgot her anger toward Gryll for a time. 
 
    “And now, I give to you, my most prized beast, Tiny Hands!” 
 
    The opposite gate opened, and to Willow’s shock, a Tyrannosaurus rex charged out onto the sand. The beast was at least twenty feet tall and forty feet long. Its scales were a brownish shade of orange, with a strip of peach coloring that streaked from the corner of its eyes to the back of its big head, upon which sat a small crop of blond hair that flipped over in the breeze. The tiny arms ended in minute hands, which were miniature compared to the thick legs and long, clawed feet. The dinosaur roared a high-pitched challenge and eyed Willow like she was lunch. 
 
    Dingleberry cried out and zipped behind Willow, peeking over her shoulder at the monster. But Willow wasn’t looking at the dinosaur, she was scanning the crowd for Gryll. She found him finally, and her anger rose when she saw him sitting with two attractive blue ogres, presumably his wives. 
 
    “Fight!” the chief yelled, and the T. rex gave another roar and began to charge. 
 
    Willow just stood there, staring at Gryll and his two whores. Even as the ground beneath her feet vibrated with the shockwave from the beast, she stared. It wasn’t until the beast lunged for her with its huge mouth full of razor-sharp teeth that she reacted. When it struck, she leapt to the side, cocked back her club and, imagining it was Gryll’s face, swung for the cheap seats. The club connected, its spikes burying deep into the beast’s face, and sent the T. rex staggering to the side. The club went with it, but Willow cared not for the loss. She sped into a charge as the beast was shaking its stunned head and ran right up its tail. Her opponent tried to shake her, but too late. Willow climbed right up to the head and grabbed ahold of its eyelid. Pulling with all her might, she ripped the flap of skin clean off. 
 
    The T. rex cried out in outrage and pain and tried to buck her off, but she had grabbed ahold of the other eyelid and held on tight. To her surprise, the T. rex barreled for the closest wall, and she leapt just in time before it collided face first, dislodging her club. Willow rushed toward it, but the creature quickly swiped its tail, taking her in the back and launching her fifty feet across the arena to land five bleachers up from the sand. Willow grabbed the closest ogre’s drink, shot it back in one giant gulp, and charged back into the arena. 
 
    The T. rex was going wild, its handlers scrambling to keep it away from the stands by poking it with spears. As Willow landed back on the sand, the bottom torso and legs of one unfortunate handler whizzed by, spraying her with blood. Willow wiped the blood from her eyes, smearing it across her face, and took up the discarded spear as she charged. The T. rex tossed the other half of the handler into the stands, to the delight of the crowd, and squared on Willow. She threw the spear out in front of her, scoring a hit to the beast’s neck and causing it to reel back, giving her the distraction she needed to reach her heavy club, which was directly behind the beast. As the T. rex tried to grab ahold of the spear with its tiny hands, Willow maneuvered between its stomping feet, ducked into a slide to avoid the sweeping tail, and came up with the club in hand. The T. rex lunged at her, gleaming teeth leading. Willow side-stepped the attack once again and smashed more than one tooth with a heavy blow. Her foe recovered quickly and struck again, this time clamping down on the club. Willow tugged, but the giant beast was too powerful. With a quick jerk of its head, the T. rex sent her sailing end over end into the hard stone wall separating the fighting pit from the rest of the arena. She felt the wind blast out of her and knew that she was in trouble. 
 
    The T. rex snapped the club in half and stalked her slowly, its little fingers twitching. Willow tried to stand, but her head swooned. She tried desperately to catch her breath, and stars began to dance in the corners of her vision. The T. rex struck, but Willow managed to roll out of the way just in time. The beast struck again and again as Willow rolled, narrowly missing those long, pointed teeth. A roar of pain issued from the T. rex as it reeled back, and Willow noticed that the spear had inadvertently pushed deep into its shoulder by its furious strikes. She felt blessed air begin to fill her lungs once more and scrambled to her feet. Her club was gone, but the spear was sticking out the back of the T. rex’s neck, and Willow saw a handhold. 
 
    As the crowd cheered her on, Willow gave a roar and charged right at the T. rex; its great height and weight made it too slow to catch her as she changed course and sped toward the wall. With a great leap, she grabbed ahold of the top of the wall and pulled herself up. Wicked jaws snapped at her heels and she took off at a run along the high wall. She timed the strikes, and when the T. rex leapt up and snapped at her again, she suddenly changed course, leaping over its open maw and landing on top of its head. She slid as he reared and grabbed ahold of the spear tip protruding from the back of its neck. The T. rex thrashed and tried to buck her off, turning its neck to snap at her. But through it all she held on, and squeezing her legs around the wild creature’s neck for balance, she snapped the spear tip and began repeatedly stabbing the beast. The scales were thick, but Willow was strong, and the spear was high quality. She cracked scales and drew blood, riding and stabbing the beast as it tried desperately to unseat her. When it lunged toward the wall to crush her, Willow leapt off and rolled away. The T. rex stormed toward her, its great weight shaking the ground beneath her. She tripped and slid on her stomach across the sand as the T. rex barreled in. To her surprise, Dingleberry streaked past in a blur of blue sparkles. Willow rolled over just in time to see the fearless sprite slam needle first into the T. rex’s lidless eye. 
 
    “Dingleberry!” Willow cried. “Get out of there!” 
 
    The sprite shot across the sand in the other direction, and the T. rex lost all interest in Willow and gave chase. Willow got to her feet, desperately trying to think of a way to dispatch the dinosaur. But she was beaten and bloody, and the fight had taken a lot out of her. She wasn’t going to defeat the beast with brawn, for it was far too big for her to inflict damage without a weapon. Instead, she would have to use its size against it. 
 
    The splintered club lay on the ground ten feet away, and the largest of the pieces was nearly six feet long. As Dingleberry zipped around the arena, Willow took up the shard and whistled to her. “Bring it to me!” she cried, and the sprite turned her way. 
 
    Willow planted the fat end of the club in the sand and held it firm in the middle. “Come and get me, you big fat nannywiggins!” she yelled. 
 
    Dingleberry zipped by her, and the T. rex barreled in. 
 
    “Over here, stupid!” Willow taunted. 
 
    The T. rex’s eyes widened with rage, and it gave an ear-piercing cry. Willow braced herself, praying to the Great Turtle as the beast lunged forward. She held the splintered shaft tight, and the T. rex struck. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
    When Willow awoke, it was to the cheers of the roaring crowd. She was covered in blood and, remembering the T. rex, frantically looked around. To her surprise, she saw the beast lying dead beside her, the splintered wood protruding from the back of its head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Willow stared at herself in the mirror: her left eye was swollen shut, and her nose was twice the size that it had been. It was most likely broken, but Willow didn’t care; her only concern was seeing her daughter. 
 
    Chief Fangmore and the other ogres were quite impressed by her performance in the arena, and they had insisted on having a feast. Now, three hours later, Willow stood in Gryll’s bathroom shaking, for Fern waited for her in the other room. 
 
    “Come-come, you look fine. Come meet your baby-babe,” said Dingleberry, pulling on one of her braids and trying to fly toward the door. 
 
    “What if…” Willow began, but then she let go of her fear and apprehension and determinedly moved to the door. 
 
    Gryll was waiting just outside and smiled at her apologetically. “Willow—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it. I just want to see Fern.” 
 
    He nodded and turned to open the door behind him. Willow gulped and followed him inside. The nursery was quiet and dimly lit, but when Gryll opened the curtains, letting in the foggy glow of the swamp beyond, Willow caught sight of little Fern sleeping in a tiny bed against the wall. 
 
    “Oh, my…she’s so beautiful,” said Willow, slowly walking toward the bed. 
 
    Just then, the toddler stirred and blinked sleepy eyes at Willow as she came to stand beside her. 
 
    “Hello little Fern,” said Willow, her voice quivering with emotion. 
 
    Fern was plump, with cheeks so fat that they left her big blue eyes squinting. Her skin was blue like her father’s, but her hair was green like Willow’s. Their eyes met, and Willow couldn’t help but smile. Fern, however, suddenly looked terrified, and her face twisted into a violent cry. 
 
    “Oh, no, no. It’s alright. I’m your momma,” said Willow, hoping to sooth her, but Fern only cried harder. 
 
    Willow looked back at Gryll desperately. 
 
    “It’s not you,” he said, moving to the bed and picking up Fern. “She’s tusking, that’s all, and she’s been cranky a lot lately.” 
 
    “She hates me,” said Willow, tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    “No, no, she doesn’t,” said Gryll, rocking the babe. “Look Ferny, it’s your mother.” 
 
    The baby wailed. 
 
    “Here, take her.” 
 
    Willow rubbed her hands together nervously, but Gryll only smiled and offered her Fern. Reluctantly, Willow took her, and how the child wailed. 
 
    “It’s alright. I’m not going to hurt you,” said Willow, hardly able to hear herself over the crying. Fern squirmed, kicked, and pushed, trying desperately to get away. 
 
    “Here, take her,” she said to Gryll before rushing out of the room, crying uncontrollably. 
 
    “Willow!” Gryll yelled pleadingly, but she couldn’t have spoken if she wanted to. 
 
    “Willow, come back-back!” said Dingleberry behind her. 
 
    Ignoring them both, Willow rushed out of the hut and pushed through the crowd, who cheered when she emerged. She found her raptor near the gate and rode him as fast as she could out of the village. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Off-White Wedding 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon paced the balcony, glancing at the door every few seconds. His wedding planner, Philly Sheo, was ten minutes late, and Brannon needed desperately to speak with him, for the enchanted napkins the fae had delivered earlier in the morning were all wrong. 
 
    “Where could he be?” Brannon yelled, shaking out his hands nervously. 
 
    “Calm down,” said Annallia from the other room. 
 
    “Really, my love, you are overreacting a bit,” said Valkimir. He sat at the small table by the balcony, reading the news scroll and sipping tea. 
 
    “How can you be so calm?” said Brannon, holding up one of the napkins and shaking it violently. “The idiots added a male and female in silhouette!” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be an easy fix,” said Valkimir, absently scrolling the news. 
 
    “Easy? Are you mad? I had to order these a week ago just to get them today, and the wedding is in two days! Not to mention that the champions aren’t even here yet.” 
 
    Brannon paced, unable to catch his breath. 
 
    “Brannon? Love?” said Valkimir, sounding concerned. 
 
    “Oh, you just sit there,” said Brannon. He was getting dizzy now. 
 
    “Brannon, breathe,” said Valkimir, walking toward him. 
 
    The room spun, and Brannon passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon awoke to someone lightly slapping his face. When he opened his eyes, he thought that he must be dreaming, for Sir Eldrick, Murland, Gibrig, and Willow surrounded him, staring down at him with big smiles on their faces. Caressa, Akitla, Dingleberry, and even Wendel had come as well. 
 
    “You came!” said Brannon. 
 
    “That’s what she s—” Wendel began, but got an elbow in the ribs from Caressa. 
 
    “Of course we came, you nannywiggins!” said Willow, scooping Brannon up and planting him on his feet. 
 
    Brannon hugged the group and stared in disbelief. But then he looked to Murland curiously. “Is…is that a tail?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a long story.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, it’s a long tale?” said Sir Eldrick, and everyone shared a laugh. 
 
    “You guys are way too cheesy,” said Wendel. 
 
    “I’m sooo glad to see you,” said Brannon, ignoring Wendel as always. “This wedding has been a nightmare right from the beginning. My gods! You don’t know the headaches I’ve had.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” came the voice of Lyricon, and everyone turned to regard the cecaelia. 
 
    “Who invited that guy?” said Wendel. “He smells like fish!” 
 
    “And you smell like a rotting corpse,” said Lyricon as he slid toward them on his slippery tentacles. “I thought that the princess was going to have a talk with her father about you.” 
 
    “Roddingtons,” said Wendel, spitting on the floor. “Looks like they gave me the shaft twice!” 
 
    “The truth is,” said Caressa, “my father could not help Wendel, for the spell cannot be reversed.” 
 
    “Who cares about Wendel?” said Brannon. “I’ve got a wedding planned for the day after tomorrow, and nothing is ready!” 
 
    “So,” said Sir Eldrick, shaking Lyricon’s hand. “I suppose that you want us to start the tour after the wedding.” 
 
    Lyricon winked. “Right you are, good man. We’ve got twenty-five villages and four cities lined up. And the first stop is…” he said, glancing around with excitement. “Halala!” 
 
    “What!” said Brannon, biting his thumbnail. “No way. Valkimir and I intend on spending a week in the Golden Gulf for our honeymoon. We’re already put the deposit down on an ocean-front cabana!” 
 
    Lyricon’s eyes darkened. “You were told that the tour would begin on the last day of summer.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just going to have to wait.” 
 
    “It’s alright, my love,” said Valkimir. “How many days can you really spend lathering lotion on my pecs at the beach?” 
 
    Wendel gagged. 
 
    “Uh…EVERY day!” said Brannon, quite seriously. 
 
    “Be a good little wife now,” said Lyricon, “and listen to your husband.” 
 
    “Wife!” said Brannon. 
 
    “Listen, Brannon,” said Valkimir. “Perhaps we can all come to an agreement. He wants you to start the tour after the wedding, and you want to act your own part in it…” 
 
    Brannon’s face lit up. “Yes!” he said, striding over to Lyricon and cocking a hip. “I’ll go on the tour after the wedding on one…two conditions. First, I play the part of me. I mean seriously, do you think anyone else could pull this off? Second, we will be performing the play that I wrote.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Lyricon. “The actors have been rehearsing for weeks.” 
 
    “But, who wrote it?” said Brannon. 
 
    “I did,” he said proudly. “I heard most of the story right from the horse’s mouth, and I was there for some of it.” 
 
    “You have heard my terms,” said Brannon. “Besides, I was actually there. Who better to write it than me?” 
 
    “You all owe me a great deal of money,” said Lyricon, and his face lost all joviality. “I am not here to make a deal. I am here to begin the tour that you all signed on for.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick stepped in then and got between the two. “He’s right,” he told Brannon. “We gave him our word, and the word of a champion cannot be broken.” 
 
    “Did you just make that up?” said Brannon, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “I tell you what,” said Lyricon. “I will let you play your part…on one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” said Brannon, intrigued. 
 
    “You stick to the damned script and do your job. I don’t need any more princesses of the theater thinking they’re Queen Shit of Turd Island and causing trouble.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, no problem,” said Wendel, his boney shoulders jerking with mirth. “Brannon won’t be a pain in the ass at all!” 
 
    “Will you please shut up!” said Brannon before turning to Lyricon with a wide smile. “You’ve got a deal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon and Valkimir had only invited a few close friends to their private ceremony, which was held upon the banks of Lake Tu’Kanchew. The guests gathered at dusk beneath the drooping boughs of giant weeping willows as the small orchestra began a slow, sweet tune. Valkimir was dressed in a crisp white uniform with a stiff, pluming collar heavily adorned with medals. His black hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, and though he acted as stoic as ever, Murland sensed that he was nervous. Beside Valkimir, on the raised wooden dais, an elf wearing rainbow-colored robes and holding a wooden scepter shaped like a long, thin mushroom waited patiently. Murland glanced over at Caressa, noting how enamored she seemed with the whole thing. 
 
    “Look,” she said, pointing and smiling happily. “Those floating lightning bugs spell out Brannon & Valkimir.” 
 
    “I wonder how they got them to do that,” said Murland, watching his beautiful fiancée rather than the glowing bugs. 
 
    “You think they’ll have good food afterward?” Willow asked from behind them. 
 
    Beside her, Gibrig sighed. “What happened to yer diet?” 
 
    “It’s a special occasion,” said Willow. 
 
    “It’s a gay wedding,” said Wendel. “I’m assuming the food will be faaabulous!” He sang the last word as he waved her off with a limp wrist. 
 
    “You’re in my seat,” said Sir Eldrick as he and Akitla joined the others. 
 
    “Where’s Wendel’s seat then?” the skeleton protested with a pout. 
 
    “Are you even invited?” said Willow. 
 
    “O’ course he be invited,” said Gibrig. “This be for all o’ Brannon’s friends.” 
 
    “Friend?” Wendel whispered. “I…I’m Brannon’s friend?” 
 
    Just then an elven guard stomped over, calling, “You there, skeleton!” 
 
    “Oh, good,” said Wendel before the elf could say more. “Go find me a seat, metalhead.” 
 
    “You have not been invited, please leave.” 
 
    “What? This is an outrage. When Brannon finds out that his esteemed guest—” 
 
    “It was the prince who sent me to extract you.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Wendel. “Well, in that case, piss off!” 
 
    “Don’t make a scene, Wendel,” said Sir Eldrick, taking him by the boney arm and dragging him over to the guard. 
 
    “After all we’ve been through?” said Wendel, limply being dragged and looking back at the others with hound dog eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, Brannon’s wedding, Brannon’s rules,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Wendel bowed his head and was led off. Caressa rolled her eyes and shook her head, but Gibrig stared back at the spectacle with a frown. 
 
    “Awe, poor Wendel.” 
 
    The music changed, and all heads turned toward the archway that they had all ventured through. But Brannon was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Look!” said Gibrig, pointing into the air above the trees. 
 
    A long tangle of vines, like an arm stretched out over the treetops, cupped at the end like a dome. The long vine appendage touched down in front of the altar, releasing its domed tangle before retracting. Everyone stared at the bundle of vines with bated breath. Caressa squeezed Murland’s arm, flashing him an enchanted smile. 
 
    At length, the dome opened wide to reveal Brannon, who wore a flowing gown covered in red, yellow, orange, and blue flowers. He extended his arms, and the flowers grew twice their size. 
 
    Valkimir smiled and wiped a tear from his eye. 
 
    “He’s beautiful,” said Caressa. 
 
    “I suppose he is,” said Murland, happy for his friend and feeling the urge to itch the corner of his own eyes. 
 
    The music took a dramatic turn, and Brannon walked up the steps to stand across from Valkimir. 
 
    “Friends of the Heartsworn,” said the priest. “Thank you for joining us during this most historic of events. It is said by many that marriage between those of the same sex is unnatural, and against the will of the many gods. But it is also said that haters are going to hate, and lovers are going to love. For what could be more natural than love? Those of you who know the Heartsworn know that theirs is a love stronger than the winds of winter, hotter than the summer sun, and deeper than the oceans of time. Their love has endured the scorn of kings, the test of distance and time, and the disdain of the masses. It flies in the face of tradition and dares to challenge the norm. I for one am proud of Brannon and Valkimir, and I am honored to wed them here today before the gods and you, their cherished friends. 
 
    “The cock rings, please,” he said, turning to Annallia, who stood off to the side. 
 
    “What did he just say?” said Caressa, but Murland was too shocked to answer. 
 
    Willow chuckled. 
 
    “That sure seems like a strange place for a ring,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “It’s more like an earring than a ring that slips over your finger,” said Willow matter-of-factly. 
 
    “But…” Gibrig stammered. “What does it…go through?” 
 
    “Use your imagination,” said Sir Eldrick with obvious mirth. 
 
    “Oh…” said Gibrig, and Murland glanced back to find the dwarf cringing and holding himself like he had to pee. 
 
    “Are you ready to present your vows?” said the priest, turning back to the couple with the pillow holding the two rings. 
 
    “I am,” they said in unison. 
 
    “My prince,” said the priest, gesturing to Brannon. 
 
    Brannon took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. He smiled upon Valkimir with teary eyes. “Valkimir, my knight in shining armor. My moon and my stars. In a world so oft filled with hate, you have shown me love. You are not only my lover, but my dearest friend. You are the sword to my sheath, the arrow to my bow, and the balls inside my cannon. I vow that from this day, until the end of my days, I will love you and no other.” 
 
    Caressa sniffled and laid her head on Murland’s shoulder. 
 
    “Brannon,” said Valkimir, taking his hand. “I have faced monsters, and I have faced armies, but the only thing that has ever scared me was the thought of losing you. The gods blessed me when you looked upon me with love in your eyes, and I will never forget it. You are my lover, my friend, but also my prince, and together we shall one day reign over Halala. Together we shall usher in a new age of acceptance and brotherhood. I swear that from this day, until the end of days, you have my heart, and my sword.” 
 
    Brannon smiled upon his beloved as they turned to the priest. 
 
    “By the power vested in me by the goddess of love, I give to you Brannon and Valkimir Woodheart. You may kiss the—” 
 
    Valkimir kissed Brannon deeply, picking him up off his feet as the crowd cheered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The Day of Rainbows 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon and Valkimir’s wedding reception and the party that followed came to be remembered as the Day of Rainbows. With his considerable wealth, Brannon had hired the Fae Angels—an aerial act out of Faeland consisting of hundreds of sprites and fairies of all colors who created incredible patterns in the sky. Rainbows streaked across the skies of Halala, and to King Rimon’s annoyance, the streets were soon filled with males and females embracing elves of their own sex. 
 
    “I understand gay pride,” said Sir Eldrick as he watched a parade go by. “But what does that have to do with assless chaps?” 
 
    “Or whips?” said Akitla. 
 
    “Or chains…” said Willow, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “You wish you knew,” said Brannon teasingly. “Come on, we have reservations at Ménage à Trois for nine o’clock, and I’m starved.” 
 
    The companions were led through the streets by a host of scantily clad elves in celebration, even though the not-so-secret service, or royal woodland guard, tried to maintain a perimeter around the prince. 
 
    The restaurant had been bought out for the night by Brannon, and only those select few guests who had attended the ceremony were allowed inside. King Rimon, of course, was one of them, and he sat stiffly beside his beaming wife, not sharing in her joy whatsoever. Brannon often smiled at his father, who offered only the slightest of nods. He had allowed the wedding to keep his son quiet about sending him to his death, and Brannon could tell that the king was second-guessing his decision. Brannon’s mother, on the other hand, was genuinely happy, as was Annallia, his ever-loving sister. 
 
    The companions all sat together at the end of the long table overlooking the city, and Brannon raised a glass. “To the Champions of the Dragon, my dearest friends.” 
 
    “Here, here!” said Sir Eldrick, tipping back his water. 
 
    Willow clashed tankards with Gibrig, and together they guzzled down the beer—much to Sir Eldrick’s envy. 
 
    As the salads were served, Brannon turned to Murland with a smirk. “You must tell me about this tail of yours.” 
 
    Caressa snickered, gaining a playful glare from Murland. He let out a sigh and told them what had happened at the graduation ceremony. 
 
    “And so, I have to find a spell to get rid of it on my own,” he finished. 
 
    “I think it looks good on ye,” said Gibrig with a kind smile. 
 
    “Thanks, Gib.” 
 
    “You look ridiculous!” Wendel yelled from end of the table, where he had slipped in with some of Valkimir’s friends and family. 
 
    “Guards!” Brannon yelled. 
 
    “On it, Sire,” said one of the elven guards, and a short chase around the dining room ensued. 
 
    “Why ye so mean to him all the time?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “He’s lewd,” said Brannon. “And who needs a corpse around when they’re eating? But who cares about Wendel? Did you ask that dwarf lass of yours to marry you or not?” 
 
    Gibrig blushed and pushed his salad around with his fork. “Yeah, I done asked her.” 
 
    Everyone waited expectantly. 
 
    “And!” said Murland, Willow, Sir Eldrick, and Brannon in unison. 
 
    “She said yea!” Gibrig told them with obvious pride. 
 
    “Bravo!” Sir Eldrick cheered, slapping him on the back and raising his glass. “To Gibrig Hogstead!” 
 
    The table cheered, and Gibrig told them the story of his proposal. Soon after, the attention turned to Murland and Caressa. 
 
    “And what about you two?” said Brannon with a knowing grin. 
 
    Caressa glanced at Murland, taking his hand in hers. “We haven’t set a date yet.” 
 
    “And the king,” said Sir Eldrick. “Has he given his blessing?” 
 
    Murland shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I, uh, haven’t asked him yet. I was going to, but then…” he glanced at his tail, which seemed to always have a mind of its own, and was often batting him in the back of the head. 
 
    “Well, I see no reason why he should say no,” said Brannon. 
 
    “What about you?” Murland asked Willow, hoping to take the attention away from himself. “Did you go see little Fern?” 
 
    Willow froze in the middle of a bite of food. She wiped her mouth and chewed quickly before downing another tankard. “Yeah, I went to visit.” She resumed eating, and everyone waited for more. 
 
    Gibrig, ever sensitive to others’ moods, changed the subject for her. “What ye and Akitla been up to, eh Sir Eldrick?” 
 
    “We’ve just been catching up. Staying in Utorras mostly.” 
 
    “The city is beautiful,” said Akitla. “Your entire continent is so beautiful, especially Halala. Growing up in the white-on-gray world of Shivermoore, I never imagined such beautiful country could exist. I mean, I had seen pictures, but it never seemed real.” 
 
    “I guess we underestimate the places we’re from,” said Caressa. “I thought Shivermoore was quite enchanting.” 
 
    “Not after eighteen years,” said Akitla with a laugh. 
 
    “It is so good to have you all together again,” said Brannon, taking Valkimir’s hand in his. “We are truly blessed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, when everyone had gone to bed in their respective suites in the new palace, Sir Eldrick found Murland in the hall leading from the latrine. 
 
    “Murland, I wanted to tell you something earlier, but I didn’t have a chance.” 
 
    Murland had been eager to get back to his room, where Caressa waited, but the look on Sir Eldrick’s face got his attention. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone this, but King Henry, well…he’s dying.” 
 
    “Jeeze, I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Thank you. I am only telling you because it affects you as well.” 
 
    “How do you mean—” Murland began, but then he remembered. 
 
    “Yes,” said Sir Eldrick with a nod. “Caressa is betrothed to Prince Beuford, and unless a cure is found for what ails Henry…” 
 
    “Beuford will be king,” said Murland with sudden dread. 
 
    “And Caressa will have a chance to be a queen.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Sir Eldrick slapped his shoulder. “Thought you should know. Good night, see you at the play tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good night,” Murland mumbled, considering the implications of Sir Eldrick’s news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The Actors Guild of Atlas Presents: The Champions of the Dragon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland and Caressa found Willow and Gibrig seated in the second row behind King Rimon, who didn’t so much as blink when he and Murland made eye contact. Instead, the king sneered at Murland’s tail. The amphitheater was packed to capacity, and Murland found himself nervous, even though he would not be performing. 
 
    “Brannon must be worried sick,” he said to Caressa as they shuffled down the aisle to sit beside Gibrig, who offered them a big smile, and Willow, who had already polished off a huge bowl of popcorn. 
 
    “Brannon will do just fine; he was born for this kind of thing,” said Caressa. 
 
    “Hey guys,” said Willow. “We saved you a seat.” 
 
    Murland noticed that she took up three seats on her own, and he did not envy the elves sitting directly behind her. 
 
    “We’ve got a five-silver wager that says Brannon breaks from the script,” said Sir Eldrick. “You two in?” 
 
    “Do I look like a sucker?” said Murland. And seeing Sir Eldrick grinning, he added, “Don’t answer that.” 
 
    The play opened with an introduction from Lyricon, who glided out from between the curtains on his many tentacles, leaving a trail of slime in his wake. “Good elves of Halala! Welcome, and thank you for coming to the show. We have all grown up hearing about, and fearing, Drak’Noir. For two hundred years, the great dragon threatened this land, and for two hundred years, the champions fought her back. This show is dedicated to the many champions who have bravely marched forth every generation. May their sacrifice never be forgotten!” 
 
    The elves cheered, and the companions looked to each other excitedly. 
 
    “Now, without further ado, I present to you the Actors Guild of Atlas, performing: The Champions of the Dragon!” 
 
    The lights dimmed, and the curtains parted to reveal elaborate stage props and a background that depicted King’s Crossing. A blinding flash of light at the center of the stage was followed by billowing smoke, and there, silhouetted by the backlighting, stood Kazimir the Most High. 
 
    “Wow, that sure be a good costume,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “He looks just like the old stinker, don’t he?” said Willow. 
 
    “Shh,” one of the elves behind them hissed. 
 
    The actor portraying Kazimir raised his hands as the smoke cleared, and a spotlight found him. 
 
    “Once again, Fallacetine stands upon the brink. 
 
    And it is up to me to help the dinks. 
 
    But who shall march forth this time? 
 
    And why in the world do I always rhyme?” 
 
    The crowd laughed, and Kazimir pointed at the sky as a streaking comet shot past. 
 
    “Ah, you think it is champions that I choose. 
 
    But what you don’t know, is they are meant to lose. 
 
    The truth that you have never been told, 
 
    Is that to defeat the dragon I use their souls!” 
 
    The crowd stirred, and confused whispers began to fill the amphitheater. 
 
    “Lyricon is telling the real story?” said Murland. 
 
    “This could be bad,” said Sir Eldrick as the actor went on. 
 
    “Given as sacrifice by their leaders, 
 
    The fools march forth proudly, holding their peters. 
 
    Unbeknownst to them, one and all are doomed, 
 
    But along the way they must be groomed.” 
 
    The crowd’s whispers grew, and many suspicious glares found King Rimon, who shifted uncomfortably in his seat. 
 
    “Oh, boy,” said Gibrig. “If everyone finds out ‘bout what I did to King Dranlar, he’s goin’ to be right pissed.” 
 
    The companions said nothing, for each was thinking about their own leaders. Until now, the secret had been kept, and it had gained them some leverage against those who had sold them out. Murland and Caressa had hoped to use the secret to convince King Roddington to allow them to marry, and Sir Eldrick had finally made amends with King Henry. 
 
    They listened nervously, their minds racing to think of what else might come out in the play if it were indeed based on the truth rather than legend. 
 
    “Ah, here they come now,  
 
    A drunk knight, a bumbling wizard, and an ogre as big as a cow. 
 
    And there is the hog farmer and the faggoty prince.  
 
    After I shake their hands, I should wash and rinse.” 
 
    The actor turned to the crowd and spoke against the back of his hand. “Now keep the secret, my adventure-loving friends, for the companions cannot know that they march toward their ends.” 
 
    “This is bad,” said Sir Eldrick, and he had a mind to stop the show right then and there. 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” said Willow. “I told my tribe what the chief did. My father even broke both of his arms.” 
 
    “Ye know what Dranlar is goin’ to do when he sees this?” said Gibrig, looking ashen. 
 
    “We should do something,” said Caressa. 
 
    “What can we do?” said Murland. “The truth is already out.” 
 
    They watched nervously as the four actors portraying them, along with Brannon, walked into the spotlight. The actor portraying Sir Eldrick had a big gut and swayed tipsily, while Murland’s counterpart tripped over his robes and dropped his things just as fast as he picked them up. A tall actor played Willow, and his costume looked like a big green pumpkin. Gibrig’s impersonator was tall and lanky, and carried with him a handkerchief, which he blew his nose in every other second while he whimpered incoherently. 
 
    Sir Eldrick watched, embarrassed, as the play unfolded, and the conspiracy between he and Brannon played out. Being that the elf prince had joined the play at the last moment, he hadn’t had time to read through his parts, and instead relied on cue cards at both corners of the stage. And while he spoke his lines and acted his part perfectly, he began to seem hesitant to continue. The more he and Sir Eldrick were exposed, the more Brannon began to falter. 
 
    When the story shifted to Valkimir, Hagus, Dingleberry, and Caressa, Gibrig groaned, for Lyricon had included Hagus socking the dwarf king when he found out the lie. 
 
    “Oh, boy, oh, boy,” said the dwarf, peeking at the scene from between his fingers. 
 
    “Come on,” said Sir Eldrick, standing. “We’ve got to put an end to this.” 
 
    The others followed him to the stairs leading to the right side of the stage, where four blue ogres stood, blocking the way. 
 
    “Step aside,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “No one is allowed backstage,” said one of the ogres with a lisp. 
 
    “We’re the real champions, and we demand to speak with Lyricon.” 
 
    “Let them pass,” came the voice of the cecaelia.  
 
    Sir Eldrick pushed past the ogres and stormed over to Lyricon, who was watching the play with a wide grin. 
 
    “What in the hell were you thinking?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Please, do explain.” 
 
    “You know what he’s talking about,” said Caressa. “You weren’t supposed to tell everyone that the kings knew about the lie.” 
 
    “I wasn’t?” said Lyricon. “And why not?” 
 
    “For one,” said Gibrig, looking quite angry. “Me pap is going to be in big trouble if the dwarves find out that he punched King Dranlar.” 
 
    “Not to mention that you make us all look like a bunch of idiots,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Lyricon raised an eyebrow. Behind him, the actors were performing a scene in which the companions sat in a tie-dyed tent, snorting fust. 
 
    “We didn’t confide in you so that you could smear our names all over Fallacetine,” said Murland. 
 
    “I do not see the problem,” said Lyricon. “I wrote the play exactly as I saw and heard the adventure play out. You cannot say that I have lied. Nor have I taken artistic liberty, as so many others do.” 
 
    “We look like morons!” said Murland. 
 
    “Like I said, I have not taken any artistic liberties…” 
 
    “Look,” said Sir Eldrick, squaring on him. “This play needs a serious rewrite before the tour continues. We cannot implicate the kings in the conspiracy like this. If people think that King Henry intentionally sent me to my death, they are going to know that the rumors of the affair between the queen and I are true.” 
 
    “Fear not, my good knight, for the truth shall set you free,” said Lyricon. 
 
    “I don’t think you understand…we’re not asking.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” said Lyricon, clearly amused. 
 
    The companions stood their ground. A new scene began, this one portraying Princess Annallia confronting King Rimon about the truth of Brannon’s fate. To everyone’s surprise, the real King Rimon bellowed, “Enough of this!”  
 
    The actors stopped dead. 
 
    Lyricon offered the companions a withering glare and glided onto the stage. “Good King Rimon,” he said with a bow. “Why have you stopped the play, for surely your subjects are eager to see the scene continue.” 
 
    The crowd stirred, and many heads nodded affirmation. 
 
    “This farce is over. I will not allow these lies to be uttered in my city.” 
 
    “Lies?” said Lyricon, glancing around at the crowd. “Then you deny sending your only son to his death?” 
 
    “You are done here,” said Rimon, his malice and rage barely contained. 
 
    “I did not know that the king of Halala was against free speech,” said Lyricon, looking to the crowd with surprise. “Is he a leader of free elves, or a dictator?” 
 
    The elves began to voice their agreement as the elven guards moved toward the stage by the dozens. 
 
    “Arrest that cecaelia!” said the king. 
 
    “Let it be known!” said Lyricon as the elven guards approached and his own guards squared on them. “The king of elves is a liar and a tyrant, but those of you who wish to know the truth will soon get a chance, for my trilogy, The Champions of the Dragon, shall soon be out, and the true story shall be known far and wide!” 
 
    A shadow suddenly loomed overhead, blocking out the moon and stars—it was Atlas. The stage began to shake even as the elven guards tried to fight their way past the ogres. Suddenly, a beam of light shot out of the bottom of Atlas and consumed the stage, which began to slowly rise into the air. 
 
    The companions all grabbed ahold of something solid as the stage floated up, up, and into the bottom of the floating city. In the theater below, chaos ensued. King Rimon could be heard over the tumult, furiously ordering his knights to attack. But it was too late. Atlas hummed and shook, and the floating city quickly picked up speed, flying off to the south. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The Show Mustn’t Go On 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you insane!” said Sir Eldrick as he and the others followed Lyricon up the stairs leading from the large chamber that the stage had been lifted into. 
 
    “You still don’t get it, do you?” said Lyricon as he emerged near his palace. Atlas was cruising through the air at a good clip, and the wind blew furiously. 
 
    Everyone followed the cecaelia into the palace, where he stopped and turned to them with a grin. “I believe that you have forgotten who you are dealing with. I am the pirate king of Atlas. Why would I turn down the opportunity to show the world the hypocrisy of its rulers?” 
 
    “We did not agree to this tour because we thought you wanted to cause trouble,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Lyricon grinned and spread his arms wide. “I’m a pirate. I cause trouble, it’s what I do.” 
 
    “No one is going to let you perform in their kingdom once word spreads,” said Caressa. 
 
    “A play that is banned in five kingdoms,” said Lyricon, tapping his chin in mock consideration. “Hmm, that sounds like a hot topic indeed. By trying to stop it, the foolish kings are only going to make it more popular. I have already had a million copies of the trilogy made, and as we speak, they are being sold by traveling bards across the land. Oh, my friends, the show will indeed go on. Everyone is going to know the true story by the time I am done. They will see their leaders for the bastards that they are, and if you continue to defy me, they will see you all as the frauds that you are.” 
 
    “Frauds? We defeated Drak’Noir in the end,” said Murland, wanting to fry Lyricon where he stood. 
 
    “Did you? As I recall, over a hundred witches and wizards fought the dragon. It could be argued that all you five did was finish her off.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it!” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Is it? Perhaps if you stay with the tour and shut your mouths, then you will convince me.” 
 
    “This is blackmail,” said Caressa. “And you won’t get away with it.” 
 
    “Won’t I?” 
 
    “I’m not letting you ruin King Henry’s reputation,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “If his reputation was built on lies, then it should be ruined,” said Lyricon. 
 
    “And what about me pap, eh?” said Gibrig. “The king ain’t acted against him because no one knows what he done. If ye go and show that in the play like ye done, he’s likely to be hanged.” 
 
    “I like your father. He is a good dwarf, but I believe that he can fend for himself. Look, they are all going to deny it anyway. I believe that you are making a bigger deal out of this than it is. Remember, any publicity is good publicity. Stay with me and I’ll make you rich beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
    “Let me rewrite the play,” said Brannon. “You can put whatever you want in there about my father, but leave the others out of it.” 
 
    “Impossible. As I have said, the books are already being sold. Your only decision is whether you are going to honor the deal that we made. The deal that you swore on.” 
 
    “Making Brannon and I look like back-stabbing bastards was not part of the deal,” said Sir Eldrick. “Telling the world that King Henry was punishing me for sleeping with the queen was not part of the deal.” 
 
    “Come on now,” said Gibrig. “There ain’t no reason for us to fight ‘bout this.” 
 
    “You should listen to the dwarf,” said Lyricon. 
 
    “The damage is done,” said Murland. “But we’re not going to continue with the tour unless you change the script and make edits to the books.” 
 
    “I have made my position quite clear,” said Lyricon. 
 
    “So have we,” said Sir Eldrick. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    He turned toward the door and the others followed, but three huge trolls blocked the way. 
 
    “Call off your goons,” said Caressa. 
 
    “I don’t think you all understand what is going on here,” said Lyricon, and four hooded figures emerged from the shadows behind him, brandishing wands. “You are going to continue with the tour as planned.” 
 
    “Or what?” said Caressa. “You’ll kill us?” 
 
    “Kill? Of course not. But you would be surprised how easy it is for some sorcerers to manipulate the minds of others. By the time my friends are done with you, you will be eating fish food out of my hand.” 
 
    “You leave us with no choice,” said Sir Eldrick, and Lyricon smiled greedily. 
 
    The smile soon disappeared, however, as Sir Eldrick unsheathed his fae blade and chopped the left arm off the closest troll. The four sorcerers released spells in unison. Murland brought up a shield that deflected one of the spells, while Akitla produced a wall of ice that absorbed another. One missed Willow by inches and hit the troll behind her in the forehead, causing him to go cross-eyed before smiling stupidly and passing out. The last spell hit Gibrig’s shield, ricocheted, and found Lyricon’s surprised face. He too went down in a daze. 
 
    “Run!” cried Murland as he fought to deflect the onslaught of spells coming at him. 
 
    Akitla hit one of the trolls with a magic bolt, turning him to ice, while Willow barreled into the one-armed troll, hit him square in the chest, and launched him straight through the pretty ivory door behind him. 
 
    Spells echoed through the vast chamber as the companions hurried for the door, and Murland did his best to deflect them all, but one got through and took Willow in the back. He unleashed a spell that reversed gravity as he rushed out the door, causing one of the sorcerers to suddenly fly into the ceiling at freefall speeds. 
 
    Outside, he found Sir Eldrick and the others fighting off Lyricon’s guards. Willow had passed out just outside the door. He knew that they could never carry her, but there was one who could. 
 
    “Someone block the door!” he said as a spell whizzed by. Akitla was there in a flash and filled the opening in the broken door with a thick layer of ice. Murland hurriedly shouldered Packy off and strapped the backpack to Willow. 
 
    A horn blared in the distance, and as Sir Eldrick knocked out the last of the nearby guards, he turned to the group, panting. “Anybody got a plan?” 
 
    “We’ve got to get off Atlas,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” said Brannon. 
 
    “Now that ain’t nice at all, I just be tryin’ to help.” 
 
    “Come on, guys, think!” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Brannon’s vines,” said Murland, turning to the elf. “Can you make them grow long enough for us to climb down?” 
 
    Brannon glanced at the world beyond the edge of Atlas. “We’re hundreds of feet in the air…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can’t hurt to try,” said Sir Eldrick. “Come on!” 
 
    Luckily, Lyricon’s palace was built near the edge, and they needn’t go far to find it. Brannon dropped a big seed into one of the nearby fountains, and Murland hit it with a light spell. The plant exploded from the fountain, its roots digging into brick and shattering stone as Brannon poured everything he had into the floral magic. The vines grew and grew, and Brannon guided them over the edge. Seeing the forest rushing by below them, Murland guessed that they were flying at least three hundred feet above the ground—and it seemed like they were climbing. 
 
    “Get Willow out of here,” he said to Packy, and everyone helped as the backpack tried to take off with its great burden. Packy managed to climb higher once it got some air, and it promptly dove over the edge, taking the unconscious ogre with it. 
 
    “Alright, ladies first,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Caressa and Akitla hurried over the side, clinging to the thick vines and using the leaves for footholds and handholds. Gibrig went next, and Murland wondered how the vines would hold up to the impossible weight of the shield, but for some reason, it appeared that if it was on Gibrig’s person, it weighed no more than any regular shield might. Sir Eldrick gestured for Murland to follow, but just then, the ice wall that had been fused into the busted door exploded outward. Murland shot a stunning spell at the doorway, pushing Sir Eldrick toward the edge. The knight scrambled over as Brannon directed offshoots of the thick vines toward the sorcerers. An arrow zipped past, and Murland saw that many guards had taken to the battlements; others were rushing toward them from every street and alley. 
 
    “Go!” said Murland as he brought up a shield to protect them both from the onslaught of spells and arrows. 
 
    Brannon looked exhausted, and Murland worried for him as he began shakily down the vines and over the edge. But there was no way he could help. It was all he could do to keep the sorcerers and archers at bay. The foot soldiers were cautiously closing in, and Murland had only seconds before they would be upon him. He abandoned his shield for but a moment and cast an ice spell on the ground at his feet before bringing up his shield once more. The ice spread across the cobblestone, causing the soldiers to perform a precarious dance in their heavy armor. With no time to grab a handhold, Murland turned and leapt over the edge. 
 
    Spells erupted above him as he dropped and fell inches away from the vines. He tried to grab them as they zipped by, but his trajectory soon took him away from the vines, and his friends called his name as he flipped and fell toward the earth. His head swooned, for the magic had taxed him greatly. Knowing that Packy couldn’t help him now, Murland thought of Lance Lancer, and moments before he hit the stony shores of the river below, he tapped himself with the wand and cast the anti-gravity spell. He slowed quickly, and just before he stopped five feet from the ground, he cast the reversing spell, causing him to fall safely the short distance to earth. 
 
    “Holy shit, it worked,” he said to himself breathlessly. 
 
    Overhead, Atlas and the swinging vine continued to the south as fast as a prize horse. Packy was nowhere to be seen, and so he assumed that Willow was safe. He rushed after the floating city along the shoreline, cramming his brain for an idea, for the vine was short more than a hundred feet, and Atlas was slowly climbing. 
 
    “Packy!” Murland yelled, knowing that the backpack was his only hope of reaching his friends. 
 
    He watched with growing panic as the vine and the small figures climbing down it began to cross the wide river. 
 
    “Packy!” 
 
    Silence met his cries, and he ran as fast as he could down the shoreline, hoping beyond hope that there was a bridge around the next bend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick reached the bottom of the vine with Gibrig right above him. Below them, Akitla and Caressa clung to the last five feet. Brannon was coming, albeit slowly. 
 
    “Can you make it any longer?” Sir Eldrick yelled up to him, and in his mind, he heard what would no doubt be Wendel’s crude reply. His mind often told him jokes in times of stress, but at the moment it wasn’t doing much to help. 
 
    “Atlas is climbing as fast as the vines are growing. I don’t know how much longer I can do it!” said Brannon. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” said Akitla. “But you’re going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Let go, and I’ll catch us with an ice slide.” 
 
    “You’ll what?” said Caressa. 
 
    “We used to do it all the time back in Shivermoore. Trust me, I know what I’m doing,” said Akitla, and she looked to Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do it,” he said, smiling at his clever daughter. 
 
    Just then a spell flew by, and Sir Eldrick looked up to find the three wizards shooting spells at them. 
 
    “Brannon, hurry your ass up!” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    The elf prince shambled down to them as spells streaked by, coming too close for Sir Eldrick’s liking. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” said the elf, and Sir Eldrick smiled and nodded at the others. 
 
    “Jump,” he said, and grabbing Brannon’s arms, Sir Eldrick pulled him into a freefall. 
 
    Brannon screamed in his face as they fell through the air. As they rotated, Sir Eldrick caught a glimpse of Akitla casting her ice magic. It hit the river, and a snaking half-pipe swirled out of the water at an angle and grew toward them as they fell. They hit hard, but in one piece, and slid down the ice chute with Akitla leading the way. She was standing in a crouch as she rode the tube, and when the end came, she caused another chute to grow from the first. They sped across the river like an arrow, and Akitla gradually raised the chute, causing them to slow. She steered them around in a tight circle and gracefully stepped off onto the shore as the others tumbled to a stop at her feet. 
 
    Akitla stood grinning down on them and blew on her misting fingers. “And that, is how we do it in Shivermoore.” 
 
    Murland came rushing toward them and skidded to a stop, looking with awe at the melting ice chute that was floating down the river. “That was amazing!” he said, grinning at them all. 
 
    Just then Willow dropped from the sky snoring, an exhausted Packy draped over her shoulders. 
 
    “Willow!” Gibrig cried. “She made it!” 
 
    “Count our good fortunes later,” said Sir Eldrick, pointing to the south. “They’re going to be looking for us. Come on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    A Visit from an Old Friend Foe 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe this is my honeymoon!” said Brannon as he waited for Sir Eldrick to relieve himself. 
 
    “Shh!” hissed the knight as he glanced up at the forest canopy. 
 
    Searchlights had been sweeping the forest for two hours, and more than once Atlas had crossed overhead, its shadow looming like a mythical beast of prey. 
 
    Sir Eldrick finished and joined the others. 
 
    “Murland, is there any way that you can get me a message to Valkimir?” said Brannon. 
 
    “Perhaps, but not while we’re on the run like this,” said Murland. 
 
    “Why the hells not?” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Sir Eldrick, turning and clapping his hand over Brannon’s mouth. 
 
    Brannon’s eyes widened dangerously. 
 
    “Look, your husband’s worry is not our problem right now. Okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    He removed his hand, and Brannon spat. “I do hope that you washed your hands after you peed.” 
 
    “Nah,” said Sir Eldrick. “I washed them before I peed. Come on.” 
 
    The forest that they ventured through was not like any others found in Fallacetine, for it was an elven forest, and said to be the most ancient in all the lands. The tall trees had thick, knotted roots, which in some places bunched together to create great knots that had to be climbed over like boulders. And in some of these knots, natural hollows were formed. Brannon knew how to find such hollows, as did any elf of Halala, and he led them to one that was big enough to house them all fairly comfortably. With the last bit of energy that he had, he walled them in with a thick bunch of roots before laying his head in exhaustion. 
 
    “Won’t them sorcerers be able to find us no matter where we hide?” said Gibrig in the dark. 
 
    “I thought so,” said Murland. “But they flew over us how many times without noticing?” 
 
    “Surely it is a simple thing for anyone of any magical aptitude,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the wards that Hinckley put on me before I left. That makes more sense than them not knowing any tracking spells, or how to scry.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Sir Eldrick. “That makes more sense. We should all follow Willow and Brannon’s lead. I imagine that they will be searching for us all day. So, everyone try to get comfortable.” 
 
    Murland curled his tail around Caressa, he was quite comfortable with her in his arms, and he fell asleep easily to the soft sound of her breathing and the warmth of her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland awoke to find that it was no longer dark, and someone had removed the vines from the doorway. A quick glance around told him that he and Caressa were alone. He heard voices outside and was relieved to recognize them as Brannon’s and Willow’s. 
 
    “Wake up, babe,” said Murland, kissing Caressa on the cheek. 
 
    She stirred slowly, smiling and blinking at him sleepily. 
 
    “You’re staring,” she said. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Yup, and you have dragon breath.” 
 
    He backed up and breathed into his hand before sniffing. “I don’t smell anything,” he said, grinning. “Maybe it’s your breath blowing back in your face.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder, laughing. 
 
    “If you two love birds are up, it’s time to get going,” said Sir Eldrick from the entrance to the hollow. 
 
    Murland emerged stiffly and stretched. “Where’s Atlas?” he said, trying to see through the canopy. 
 
    “Not sure,” said Sir Eldrick. “They may have given up. Then again, they might be lying in wait.” 
 
    “They’re probably gone. There’s a show scheduled for tonight in Magestra,” said Caressa. 
 
    “Well, either way, I’m going home,” said Brannon. “I’ve a honeymoon to go on.” 
 
    Suddenly a shadow passed over them, and Murland instinctively went for his wand. Sir Eldrick unsheathed his fae blade as the shadow, which had just been a phantom in the corner of Murland’s vision, now circled them. The hissing voice of a darkling found their minds. 
 
    “Foolsss, you are all foolsss…” 
 
    Akitla’s hands frosted over, and two long ice shards shrieked into existence. Caressa unsheathed her sword as Willow smacked her club against her palm. 
 
    “It be a darkling!” said Gibrig, lowering his shield and smiling at the others. 
 
    The shadow stopped before them and the mist pooled into a form—the form of a wizard. 
 
    “Kazimir,” Murland breathed. 
 
    “Oh great,” said Brannon, seemingly more agitated than afraid. 
 
    “Well aren’t you a sight for a sore ass!” said Kazimir, leaning on his staff. His body was translucent, and his eyes glowed with mystical power. 
 
    “But darklings can’t be going out in the day,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll I’m no regular darkling, now am I?” 
 
    “I suppose that you have come for your revenge,” said Sir Eldrick, holding his fae blade up and ready. 
 
    “Revenge? Oh, yes, that would be nice. You bunch of morons really screwed me over good. Bravo, by the way, now there is a giant gaping portal to an unknown realm on top of Bad Mountain. I should rip out all of your souls and shove them up your asses, but alas, revenge must wait.” 
 
    “If it is not revenge that you seek, then what?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “As stupid as you are brave, aren’t you?” said Kazimir, and he glanced around at them all, waiting. “Idiots, I want my godsdamned body back. And you’re going to get it.” 
 
    Brannon scoffed. “Why in the world would we do that?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t, I will eat your souls. And besides that, I must stop Witch Hazel before she does any more damage.” 
 
    “Witch whozle?” said Willow. 
 
    “Witch Hazel, you buffoon!” said Kazimir. 
 
    Willow nudged Gibrig. “I know a Hazel Butterburr, and a Hazel Toadly. But which Hazel do you think he’s talking about?” 
 
    Gibrig stared at her, dumbfounded, but then he laughed suddenly. “Oh, I get it.” 
 
    “Fools!” said Kazimir and hit them both with a shockwave that knocked them back ten feet. 
 
    They got up, groaning—and in Willow’s case, giggling—and Kazimir pointed a long, shaking finger at them. “For once in your lives, you idiots need to stop screwing around!” 
 
    “Who is Witch Hazel?” said Murland. “And why must she be stopped?” 
 
    “Hazel is my ex-wife. Well, not really. I left her at the altar. I should have never trusted her with Zuul, but I had no choice, what with having to deal with you idiots.” 
 
    “Zuul?” said Murland, a chill scuttling down his spine. 
 
    “What are you, a parrot?” said Kazimir. “Yes, Zuul. That sneaky bastard Zorromon poisoned Zuul by poisoning himself before being eaten. I needed a witch well versed in poisons, and so I called upon my ex and left the ailing Zuul in her care. Now, she has become drunk with power, and soon she will strike.” 
 
    “Strike who?” said Gibrig, his voice shaky. 
 
    “Everyone!” Kazimir yelled, startling them all. 
 
    “And isn’t it convenient that only you can stop Witch Hazel,” said Brannon, rolling his eyes. “You are so full of shit!” 
 
    “I have always acted for the good of all, you arrogant little shit. It was I who held Drak’Noir at bay these last two centuries. It was I who learned how to close the portal when the denizens of hell tried to open a doorway into our world. And it was I who took control of the Dark Lord reborn when he arose. All that you fools did was risk the lives of everyone in Fallacetine to save your own asses, and now you have left the portal wide open! Think what you want about me, but I have been the guardian of this realm for two hundred years.” 
 
    “How do we know that you aren’t working with Witch Hazel?” said Willow. “You said she was your sweetheart once.” 
 
    “Hazel is trying to kill my body,” said Kazimir with all seriousness. “Surely Murland has heard of the attempted break-ins at Azkatraz?” 
 
    They all looked to Murland, and he thought back, nodding. “Yes, I remember Hinckley saying something about that.” 
 
    “Yes, well, the bitch is trying to kill me. While my body remains alive, there is a chance that I will return, and she does not want that.” 
 
    “Why not?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Because she wants the power of Zuul for herself. But I imagine that she is having trouble with him.” 
 
    “Can’t you just, like, possess Zuul or something?” said Willow. 
 
    The companions looked to her, wide-eyed and unbelieving that she would suggest such a thing. 
 
    “No. He may be an infant, but he is still Zuul. I cannot control him in my present…condition.” 
 
    “Look,” said Murland. “There’s no way in hell that we are going to try to break your body out of Azkatraz Prison.” 
 
    “For one,” said Sir Eldrick, “it is impossible. And secondly, we still think that you’re full of shit.” 
 
    Kazimir ground his teeth and looked for a moment to be considering murdering the knight. “I tell you what, hero. Don’t believe me. But your doubt will be paid by blood. Hazel will strike, and you will all know the truth of it. Perhaps then you will want to talk.” He turned from them in a flurry of robes and suddenly became mist that soon disappeared into the dark forest. 
 
    “Well…that was creepy,” said Caressa. 
 
    “That was Kazimir?” said Akitla. “I had envisioned him taller.” 
 
    “Do you think that maybe he done told us the truth?” said Gibrig, looking uncertain. 
 
    “I promise you that at least half of what comes out of Kazimir’s mouth is horse shit,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Well, I don’t care what he says,” said Brannon. “I’m supposed to be on my honeymoon. Return with me to Oakenhold and I will find you horses to get you all home.” 
 
    “It’s as good a plan as any,” said Sir Eldrick. “Come on.” 
 
    They had traveled south on Atlas for less than ten minutes, and so they hadn’t fallen far from the city. It took them only an hour to reach the gates of the city of elves, but as they stepped out from under the canopy of trees covering the road and saw the city, Brannon froze. 
 
    Smoke billowed from the palace high upon the hill, and many blackened trees smoldered nearby. 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “By the gods,” said Brannon, and he stumbled forward and soon sped into a sprint for the gates. 
 
    The companions followed as the elf prince raced through the city streets of interconnected tree roots. They found the signs of battle as they approached the hill upon which sat the palace. Elves still lay on the ground covered in sheets, and the wounded were being taken away from the royal tree. 
 
    “Mother!” Brannon cried, nearly barreling over a knight with scorched armor. “Where is my mother and sister?” he demanded. 
 
    “They are alive, my liege. They have been brought to the infirmary.” 
 
    Brannon bolted west, and the companions followed him past the crowds of elves working to gather the dead. They raced through an alley covered in scorched flowers and to a building whose door was crowded with elves coming and going. 
 
    “Step aside for your prince!” Brannon bellowed, and the crowd quickly parted. 
 
    He raced into the infirmary, yelling the names of his mother and sister. He stopped dead when he noticed his father to the right, standing over a shrouded figure. 
 
    “Brannon!” came the voice of Annallia from the left, and she rushed into his arms. 
 
    “Where is Mother?” said Brannon, glancing back at his seemingly mourning father with dread. 
 
    He looked back to Annallia, whose eyes were pooling with tears. “She’s over there,” she said, pointing in the opposite direction. 
 
    Brannon glanced over her shoulder, finally seeing his mother, who smiled at him weakly from a sick bed. 
 
    “She only had minor injuries,” said Annallia. 
 
    “Then…then who is that?” said Brannon, glancing back at his father. 
 
    Annallia did not answer. She stared at him, looking terrified. Her bottom lip quivered. 
 
    “Annallia, who is that?” 
 
    “Oh, Brannon…Brannon, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Brannon’s heart was consumed by dread. 
 
    “Who is it Annallia?” he said, shaking her. “You tell me who it is!” 
 
    She just shook her head as tears spilled down her face. Her image blurred, and Brannon turned from her slowly. Annallia grabbed his arm, and a soft, mewling moan escaped her. He seemed to float toward his father, eyes locked on the shrouded figure. Then he was standing beside his father, staring at him, unable to look at the face outlined by the silk. If he didn’t look, perhaps it wouldn’t be true. Annallia was upset, that was all. Perhaps it was their uncle, or an aunt, even a cousin. His sister had many friends. Why not one of them dead beneath the shroud? 
 
    Rimon looked to Brannon, and he was unrecognizable to his son. “I’m sorry for your loss,” said the king, and he turned away. 
 
    Brannon blinked. He had the urge to turn around and choke the king. But the shroud called to him, it beckoned. Slowly, he turned his eyes toward the shrouded face. His hand moved, seemingly of its own accord, and took hold of the fabric. He pulled it back, first noticing the dark hair, then the high forehead, the perfect eyebrows, the slanted eyes covered with silver. 
 
    A shuddered breath escaped him, and his knees went weak. But Brannon braced himself and ripped the shroud off his beloved. 
 
    “No…no, oh Val, Val my love, what have they done to you?” 
 
    He threw himself upon Valkimir’s lifeless body, still feeling some of the warmth of life on his soft cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Step Back from That Ledge, My Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” said Brannon, his voice hoarse. 
 
    After an hour weeping over his believed, he had gone to his mother’s bedside. She looked regretfully to him and touched his cheek. “He saved us all, you know. Even your father.” 
 
    “Who attacked, Mother? Who did this?” 
 
    “It was a terrible witch with glowing green eyes, who rode on a ball of jade flames.” 
 
    “Hazel…” said Brannon. 
 
    “I do not know her true identity. She called herself the Mother of Zuul.” 
 
    “I should have been here,” said Brannon, glancing back at his shrouded husband. 
 
    “Do not blame yourself, my dear, dear son. You have always taken on so much blame, so much pain and sorrow. I fear that you will…We are here for you, Brannon.” 
 
    “Tell me how it happened.” 
 
    “Brannon…” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    The queen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We were having breakfast, fish eggs on greens, tea, pastries…it was just another morning. The initial blast shook the palace and tore it asunder. I was knocked unconscious and awoke to chaos. I don’t know how I got there, but I found myself on the steps leading out to the pond. The waters boiled, and above them, standing upon the rolling jade flames, was the Mother of Zuul. She had caught us, it seemed. For Rimon and your sister stood before me, weapons drawn and ready to die to protect me. The witch said something, something that I do not recall. She aimed a wand at us, and a terrible writhing spell came for us. But then your Valkimir sprang from nowhere and took the hit instead. He saved us all, Brannon, even your father.” 
 
    “Then what?” said Brannon, looking at the palace but unseeing. He was watching Valkimir’s fate unfold in his imagination. 
 
    “The witch tried to kill us again, but the spell would not touch us. It recoiled, hitting the witch in the chest. It seemed to have hurt her, for she flew away to the north. I believe that in sacrificing himself for us, Valkimir protected us. That is why the witch’s curse went back on her.” 
 
    Brannon was torn, and he was ashamed of his own thoughts, for if Valkimir had not acted, his mother and sister would be dead. “Thank you, Mother,” he said before standing. 
 
    She took his hand in her weak one. “Brannon…don’t go far.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he said, and he gently removed her arm. 
 
    Outside, dusk had found the world. Have I been at Valkimir’s side so long? He wondered. 
 
    Brannon looked around at the destruction, and he felt nothing. He saw the blood on the ground, the scorched armor, the large tattered leaves littering the wooden street, and he felt nothing. The companions saw him and began toward him. 
 
    Brannon ran. 
 
    The others called to him, but he ignored their pleas. He raced toward the gardens, leapt over a burnt hedge, around the pond, and into the woods beyond. Brannon threw seeds from his pouch, and unleashing his rage in a sudden, terrible blast, he caused them to grow so rapidly that the vines snapped thousand-year-old trees in half as they swelled upward from the forest floor. Brannon leapt up and grabbed hold of a branch ten feet off the ground and deftly swung himself up to another, and another. He climbed the growing vines all the way to the top and stopped, taking in the setting sun and the multicolored rays that spread across the sky. 
 
    And he felt nothing… 
 
    Brannon tapped into the branch below his feet and willed it to grow long and straight. It groaned and shrieked as it slowly extended. He walked out to the end and glanced down, smiling. It was at least one hundred feet to the forest floor below. Looking to the setting sun, he thought of Valkimir one last time and closed his eyes. 
 
    Finally, he felt something. 
 
    Brannon meant to take a step, but he suddenly felt the branch dip ever so slightly, as though someone had landed behind him. He rolled his eyes. “Let me guess…Gibrig,” he said, turning slowly. 
 
    “Ye, ye be thinkin’ ye be clever, eh?” said Gibrig, who was surprisingly angry. 
 
    “Packy, take sweet Gibrig away, please,” said Brannon. 
 
    The backpack did not budge, and neither did the dwarf. 
 
    “I didn’t have no Packy when me brother did himself in,” said Gibrig. “But I got him now, and if ye jump off this here branch, I’ll just catch ye.” 
 
    Anger flared in Brannon, and he put his dagger to his own neck. “Yeah? And will Packy help you stop me do this?” 
 
    “No!” cried Gibrig. His bravado disappeared in an instant, and he dropped to his knees. “Please, Brannon, don’t, just don’t.” 
 
    “The love of my life is DEAD!” cried Brannon. “The one person that loved me is gone.” 
 
    “That’s dragon shit and ye be knowin’ it,” said Gibrig. “We all love ye, don’t ye see that?” 
 
    “Please, Gibrig, if you are my friend, you will go away.” 
 
    “Ye got it backwards. Listen, me brother done himself in because he thought there couldn’t possibly be no tomorrow worth wakin’ up to. But he was wrong, Brannon. And ye be wrong. I know that it hurts, believe me, I do. But that be part o’ what it means to be alive. Ye got to fight the darkness at every turn, even when it be inside ye. Ye gotta—” 
 
    “Stop!” said Brannon as he slowly inched his way backwards to the end of the branch. “Just stop. Your words are pretty now, but they mean a lifetime of longing, a lifetime of pain. Your words would have me continue in this terrible place, and for what? More pain? More death?” 
 
    He took another step back, knowing it would be his last. 
 
    “Brannon!” came the voice of his sister. 
 
    Brannon let out a tortured groan. “Go away!” he screamed at them both. 
 
    Annallia climbed up behind Gibrig and stormed past the teary-eyed dwarf. She stopped before Brannon and extended her hand. In it was a small crystal. The light refracted from the crystal and was split again by his tears. 
 
    “Before Valkimir died, I melded minds with him. These were his last words…his last thought. He was too far gone for me to speak to him, but this echoed in his mind until the end.” 
 
    Brannon broke down and took a knee before he fell over. Annallia knelt in front of him, still offering the crystal. He reached out a shaking hand and took it. Hesitantly, he stared at the crystal. 
 
    “Listen to it, and then make your decision,” said Annallia. 
 
    Brannon wiped his eyes and sat up straight before bringing the crystal to his lips and kissing it. 
 
    “Brannon, my beloved,” came the voice of Valkimir, true and strong and echoing out through the dark forest. “Do not cry for me. Do not try to avenge me. Remember me. Remember the times that we had together. Remember the love that we shared. Do not let my passing darken your world. Let my memory ever brighten it, and know that I am always with you.” 
 
    Brannon shuddered, and Annallia hugged him as he wept. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Brannon came down from the tree, Murland breathed a sigh of relief. The elf prince spoke to no one, but was led by his sister away from the forest. Gibrig walked over to them all, looking quite shaken. 
 
    “What happened up there?” said Murland. 
 
    “Brannon made the right choice,” said Gibrig, handing him Packy. 
 
    “Poor son of a bitch,” said Sir Eldrick. “They really had something, those two.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Gibrig. “Couldn’t have happened to a better elf.” 
 
    “They say that God sometimes takes the best, because he wants them for himself,” said Caressa. 
 
    “Sounds selfish to me,” said Willow. “Great Turtle don’t take no one. He just watches, letting us live our own lives. Only at the end does he judge.” 
 
    “The elves believe that we are born anew after we die, if we so wish,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Why haven’t we ever heard that from Brannon?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Don’t mention that to him,” said Sir Eldrick. “The elven religion also says that men who share their bed with other men cannot be reborn.” 
 
    “What about women who share their bed with other women?” said Willow. 
 
    Sir Eldrick shrugged. “I think they turn the other cheek.” 
 
    “Well that don’t seem fair,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I imagine that McArgh would like that rule,” said Caressa. 
 
    They all wanted to laugh, but this was not the time or the place. Still, the levity did well to lift their hearts from the dark depths from which they had slipped. It was in the air; a heavy thing that was reflected in the blank stares of the elven children bandaged in the infirmary and the scorched trees motionless in the dead breeze. 
 
    “They say that it was a witch who attacked,” said Murland. 
 
    “This Hazel that Kazimir spoke of?” said Akitla. 
 
    “I am afraid so,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Gibrig asked. “Was Kazimir telling the truth?” 
 
    “It would seem so, Master Hogstead. But then again it might be made to seem so by Kazimir himself. Dealing with wizards is always a pain in the ass, as I am sure you have come to know.” Sir Eldrick glanced at Murland. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken, I am often a pain in my own ass.” 
 
    This time everyone shared a quiet chuckle, and seeing each other still able to smile felt nice. 
 
    “One thing’s for certain,” said Willow. “Brannon is going to be looking for revenge against Hazel, which only goes to suggest that this is all a part of Kazimir’s elaborate scheme.” 
 
    Murland was surprised by her perception, though he knew that he shouldn’t be, and even felt a little guilty for it. “That is an excellent point,” he said. 
 
    She shrugged and bit into an apple. “I’m full of ‘em.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Gibrig. “Brannon is pretty bad. He needs to mourn and work toward recovery before he goes after some all-powerful witch.” 
 
    “They say that she called herself the Mother of Zuul,” said Murland. 
 
    “Just like Kazimir suggested,” said Caressa. She looked haunted, and knowing how fond she had grown of Valkimir, Murland could only guess how she was hurting inside. She did well to hide it— just as she had been trained—but Murland could see through her façade. 
 
    “This all leaves me wondering, friends,” said Sir Eldrick. “What is our responsibility here? Kazimir’s words keep echoing through my head. And though I hate to say it, on some points he is right.” 
 
    “We did only focus on our own arses when we decided to change the fate o’ the champions,” said Gibrig, looking miserable. 
 
    “And we did leave a gaping portal to another dimension open on top of Bad Mountain,” said Murland. 
 
    Sir Eldrick nodded. 
 
    “Come on now,” said Willow. “What all you nannywiggins thinking about? We fought our way to Bad Mountain like champions. We defeated cyclopes, giant gators, pirates, a fust-dealing captain, and a city of stoners. We braved the wilds beyond the Wide Wall. We turned a horny hag into a princess. Hells, we even whacked a few dozen mole men. And in the end, we defeated Drak’Noir, and that’s all I care to know.” 
 
    “And, cut!” came a voice, and everyone turned to see two fairies hovering behind them, one held a tiny crystal up to his eye, and the other, a female, wore a hat that said director. 
 
    “Fust’s sake,” said the director. “It’s about time we got something lively.” 
 
    “This place is a bum-bum-bummer,” said the other. 
 
    “Oh, for queen’s sake,” said Sir Eldrick, swatting at them both. 
 
    “Who’re they?” Caressa asked, intrigued. 
 
    “The pixarazzi. Bunch of vultures,” said Sir Eldrick. “What are you doing here anyway?” 
 
    “Making a movie, if you don’t mind,” said the director. “The forth story after the trilogy is going to be a crystal picture, didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “Since when does the pixarazzi make crystal pictures about anything other than fairies?” 
 
    “Since Lyricon pays us a fortune,” said the pixie, holding the crystal as he pointed it at Sir Eldrick. “Please, just act natural, pretend we’re not here.” 
 
    “Get the hell out of here!” Sir Eldrick bellowed, and the two pixies shrieked and sped through the air as fast as they could. 
 
    “Now that weren’t very nice,” said Gibrig. “Them little fellas was just practicin’ their art is all.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick let out a slow, calming breath and forced a smile. “You’re right, Gib. Sorry.” 
 
    “Awe, it be alright. Since ye be sorry and all.” 
 
    “Great,” said Sir Eldrick. “Now, where the hell was I? Gods, could I use a drink right now.” 
 
    Everyone offered him a concerned look. 
 
    “I’m kidding, queen’s sake. It’s just…I don’t know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Murland. “Neither do we.” 
 
    “All I know,” said Gibrig, “is my friend needs me right now. And until Brannon is ready, I’m not going nowhere.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like a hell of a plan,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon lay in bed for a week. He did not eat, and he did not speak. His eyes did not move from a point on the ceiling the entire time, and his ears reacted to no sound. The healers thought that perhaps he had gone catatonic, and the companions feared the worst. Even Annallia could not get through to him, saying that he had put up a strong mental wall, and she dared not push him too hard. 
 
    The companions did what they could to help the elves tend to the injured and rebuild. Hazel’s attack had left dozens of elves dead, and many more injured. The worst of the destruction had been wrought on the palace and the surrounding area. The royal tree had been split in two, held together precariously near the trunk by splintered wood. A thick dark sap spilled from the tree like blood, pooling in the pits left behind by Hazel’s terrible spells. There were other elves skilled in floral magic, and many more so than Brannon, but those trees hit by Hazel’s spells did not react to the beckoning of the flora domini, and had begun to rot from the inside out. The bestia domini employed the help of grizzly bears, strong horses, and oxen, and anyone who was fit to do so lent a hand. 
 
    Slowly, Halala began to heal. 
 
    As the days dragged on, the companions began to think that perhaps Brannon might never come back. But on the morning of the eighth day, the prince arose from his bed, saying that he was hungry. 
 
    The companions had just heard the news and rushed into the dining room of the new royal tree to see their friend. Brannon sat before a buffet of fruits, fish, vegetables, and fowl…and he had shaved his head bald but for a single thick braid in the back of his head. His makeup was different too, and not pretty. Two dark red streaks ran from his eyes out in points, and his lips were painted black. Sir Eldrick and the others approached him slowly as he stuffed his mouth with fish cakes. 
 
    “Heya, buddy, how you doing?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “We all been real worried ‘bout ye,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “You gonna eat all this?” said Willow. 
 
    “Help yourselves,” said Brannon, grabbing a boiled potato and stuffing it in his mouth. 
 
    “You look great,” said Murland. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Willow, helping herself to the spread. “I like the hairdo.” 
 
    “It is a symbol of mourning,” said Brannon between bites. 
 
    “So…what ye thinkin’ ‘bout?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Revenge.” 
 
    The companions glanced at each other. 
 
    “We’re with you,” said Sir Eldrick. “But we need to know who the enemy is before we strike.” 
 
    “Hazel, Kazimir, Zuul. The Twisted Tower,” said Brannon before finishing his half-full glass of wine in one gulp. He gave a contented sigh and wiped his mouth. “Now, if you don’t mind. I must speak with my father. Please do help yourself to anything.” 
 
    With that he turned and left them staring after him. 
 
    “I got a bad feeling about this,” said Willow, staring at her bread. 
 
    “Me too,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I’ll third that motion,” said Murland. “I’ve never seen Brannon like this.” 
 
    “What?” said Willow. “No, I mean I got a bad feeling about this bread. There ain’t no mold on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon marched into his father’s study, knowing that the king was waiting for him. 
 
    “Hello, Rimon,” he said as he entered. 
 
    The king was taken aback but quickly composed himself and nodded for the guard to shut the door. 
 
    “Brannon…” 
 
    “You will offer me a glass of rum,” said Brannon, moving to the sofa overlooking the newly renovated gardens. “When I decline, you will then offer me a smoke of Vhalovian sweet leaf. When I again decline, you will pace among your books, searching desperately for a quote from a poet to speak the words that you surely cannot muster. Please, let us just get to the point. Shall we?” 
 
    “Son,” said Rimon, and the word was like daggers on glass. “Let me begin by telling you how much I respected Valkimir.” 
 
    “You hated him,” said Brannon. “You hated him because he was my lover.” 
 
    “Damn it, Brannon, not everything is about you!” said the king before pulling his robe straight and pacing once more. “Valkimir was the greatest elven knight of our age. And he shall be remembered as such.” 
 
    “I am here to ask you for something, Rimon. I have never asked you for anything, but this thing I must have.” 
 
    Rimon came to sit across from Brannon. “What is it that you want?” he said, and Brannon could just see his wheels turning. He wondered what calamities his father might be imagining. 
 
    “A hundred ships,” said Brannon. “The witch named Hazel was behind the attack, and I happen to know that she resides in the Twisted Tower. With your fleet, and the best battle domini that we have, I shall destroy the one known as the Mother of Zuul, and I shall raze the Twisted Tower to rubble.” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Brannon saw pride welling in his father’s eyes. 
 
    “I will give you two hundred ships, my son.” 
 
    “Good,” said Brannon, and he rose from his chair abruptly. “Have them prepared to leave the day after next.” 
 
    “Brannon!” said his father just before he slipped out. 
 
    Brannon stopped, waiting. 
 
    Rimon wrung his hands. His face twisted, and that pathetic look intensified. “I truly am sorry for the loss of Valkimir.” 
 
    Brannon left before he said something that might sour the meeting. 
 
    He made his way to the barracks, where soldiers were just returning from their lunch and hastily preparing for the rest of the day’s training. Brannon walked down into the barracks made of snaking roots like the prince that he was, and he took a mental hold of the root system connected to the bunks and sent the beds all crashing to the floor. All the elves, male and female, stopped what they were doing and, upon seeing that it was their prince, they all stood rigidly at attention. 
 
    “Such a well-trained lot you are,” he said as he walked the ranks. “Your bunk house is clean and orderly, but I must say…” he stopped before a male soldier taller and thicker than he was and shook his head. “You have no scars. You call yourselves the soldiers of the woodland realm, but not a fortnight ago, you allowed a witch into your city, and now, the ashes of the greatest knight that Halala has even known sit upon my mantle!” 
 
    The soldiers stared straight ahead, looking terrified. Brannon stared at the elf in front of him, waiting for him to look him in the eye. But the soldier was unflinching, staring straight over Brannon’s head. 
 
    “Where were you when the witch attacked?” Brannon demanded. 
 
    “I was off duty, Sire!” said the soldier. 
 
    Brannon moved down the line and glared at another, this one female. “Is a soldier of Halala ever off duty?” he asked. 
 
    “N-N-No, my liege,” she replied. 
 
    “Where were you when the witch attacked?” 
 
    “On patrol by the eastern perimeter, Sire.” 
 
    “Show of hands. Who here was in or around the palace when it was attacked?” he asked, and seven soldiers reluctantly raised their hands. 
 
    “And how many of you saw the witch?” 
 
    Only one hand remained. 
 
    Brannon marched over to the short elf and looked him square in the eyes. The elf never flinched. “Tell me what you saw,” said Brannon. 
 
    “Well, Sire, I was patrolling the south side of the palace when I saw a great explosion hit the top tower and sever it, sending it crashing down to the branches below. I ran with my fellow guards around to that side, and that is when the second explosion shook the palace. It was like a writhing ball of green lightning that the witch sent at us, and it killed everyone in front of me in a heartbeat. Then Val…sorry Sire, but it has been hard to speak about.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Brannon evenly. 
 
    “Then Valkimir leapt in front of the blast meant for the king and queen, and, well…” 
 
    “Did you get off a shot?” Brannon asked. 
 
    The soldier hesitated and finally shook his head. “It all happened so fa—” 
 
    “Did you see any domini retaliating against her?” 
 
    “No, Sire.” 
 
    “Do you remember what the witch said before she tried to kill the king and queen?” 
 
    The elf didn’t have to think long. “I remember,” he said, head bowed. 
 
    “What did she say?” asked Brannon, leaning in. 
 
    Everyone waited. 
 
    “What did she say?” Brannon demanded. 
 
    “She said, ‘This is just the beginning. Soon Fallacetine shall be painted in the blood of the royals.’” 
 
    Brannon bowed his head and turned from the elf. He walked down the line, not looking at anyone. He stopped at the door and, glancing over his shoulder, he said, “Witch Hazel fucked with the wrong Woodheart. Let it be known that I shall have my revenge. For the war drums of Halala have remained silent for far too long. Your prince goes to war the day after next! Be prepared.” 
 
    He left the soldiers to murmur in his wake and made his way through the city built among the trunks of the tall sequoia. He was glad to see that the council of domini had answered his summons. They waited for him in the Temple of Domini, and when he walked down the earthen hall to the council chamber, everyone went silent. 
 
    “Please, continue,” said Brannon, ignoring the stares and making his way to the center podium. The chamber of spiraling roots could be formed any way that the elders saw fit, and today it took on the appearance of a lecture hall. 
 
    “Hello, my prince,” said one of the elders, an elf that Brannon despised, much like he despised them all. 
 
    “Yes, and good day to you, Versales. Tell me, where were you when the witch attacked?” 
 
    “My liege?” 
 
    “Yes, you imbecile, I am your liege. Surely you can remember where you were.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Ah,” said Brannon. “Off getting your knob polished by a young elf lass, am I correct?” 
 
    Versales said nothing. Silence reigned in the lectern. 
 
    “Where in the hells were all of you when the city was attacked? Where were you when my family was almost murdered? How was there no warning? How did she get through our wards, charms, and curses?” 
 
    “My liege,” said Syrkon Luew, Elder Dominus of Divinatio. “I warned this council a moon cycle ago that I had dreamed of a witch that would come from the west riding a jade ball of fire, but alas, they did not listen.” 
 
    “You have a vision like that every other day!” another dominus protested. 
 
    “Stick it in your sock, Gherso!” said Syrkon. 
 
    “I have tried to convince this council to step up defenses for decades,” said another elder. “And I always get the same response.” 
 
    “Your ideas are ancient!” said another. “I have told the council time and time again that my—” 
 
    “Silence!” Brannon cried, and his voice boomed in the chamber. “I have not come here to listen to old elves squabble and point fingers. You have been after me since I grew my first seed by thought to join the ranks of the domini. Well, here I am. And under my watch, there will be no more petty bickering. There will be no more finger pointing. There will be but one mind set. There will be but one cause. Destroy the Twisted Tower and avenge our dead! I sail west the day after next, and I want the best of the best sailing with me. Choose only those who you wish not to lose, for those are the elves that I want by my side. I want water, earth, fire, and wind domini. I want those who can bring down the wrath of the heavens, wielders of lightning, and twisters of minds. I want them all. And if you think that you have some fight left in your old bones, then I want you as well. Your prince has called upon you. Let it be known!” 
 
    “Let it be known,” said the elders, bowing. 
 
    Brannon left the elders to quiver in their scholarly underpants and climbed the earthen ramp out into the sunlight. To his dismay, he found the companions waiting for him and looking concerned. 
 
    “You are all still here?’ he said. “Then you plan on sailing with me?” 
 
    “Brannon,” said Sir Eldrick, and Brannon knew by the tone what type of speech it would be. 
 
    “Save it. I will not be deterred from my path.” 
 
    “Brannon,” said Murland, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Did we hear you right? You’re sailing against the Twisted Tower?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, glancing at them all in disbelief. “What? Did you think that we could let these terrors continue to lay waste to our lands? Murland, you are destined to face Zuul. So, let’s face him.” 
 
    “I’m not ready, Brannon. Sorry, but it is the truth. And the elves aren’t ready to face Hazel. Look what she did to you in your own land, and you plan to attack her on hers? She will see you coming from a mile away.” 
 
    “Then she shall quiver from a mile away!” Brannon shot back. 
 
    “Brannon,” said Sir Eldrick in that same tone. “We are with you, but we need to think this through.” 
 
    “What would you do if it were the queen of Vhalovia, or Shivermoore, or Chastity, or the fae queen, or whoever the hells it is that you truly love? What if it had been Akitla? What about you, Willow? What if it were Dingleberry whom Hazel killed, or your little Fern? Murland, what would you do if it were Caressa? Or Hagus, Gibrig? What would you do?” 
 
    They all glanced at each other, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Listen,” said Brannon. “You are either with me, or you are in my way.” 
 
    “Only a Sith speaks in absolutes,” said Willow. 
 
    “What’s a Sith?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “A magical people from a story my papa used to tell me. They like, got power from anger and stuff. Good story, really tragic. But I don’t like the new stories, which were actually supposed to be the first stories. The main character acts like a little bitch most of the way through.” 
 
    “What in the hells are you talking about?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Willow. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick shook his head and returned to Brannon. “Look, we’re with you. You know that. But we need to make sure that we’re doing the right thing. From what I saw of the palace, and from what I heard from witnesses, Witch Hazel wields the power of Zuul. And your armada cannot defeat a power so great. We might need…help.” 
 
    Brannon scowled to understand, and at length he gasped. “Don’t even say the name Kazimir! If that son of a witch had done Zuul in when he had the chance, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    “He may be the only one who be able to defeat the witch,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I’m tired of these wizard games,” said Brannon. “I want to act on my own for once, without depending on some leaf-head dippy wizard calling all the shots. I am attacking the Twisted Tower. Join me if you want, but do not get in my way.” 
 
    Brannon marched past them toward the palace, leaving the companions to consider his words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Bad Tidings 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Murland!” 
 
    He awoke with a start when Caressa yelled and frantically sat up with his wand in hand. “Whatsit!” he yelled. 
 
    “This just came by raven,” said Caressa, rushing to the bedside and handing him a small scroll. 
 
    Murland groggily wiped the sleep from his eyes and focused on the letter. As he scanned it, he quickly sobered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Murland, 
 
      
 
    I hope that this letter reaches you, and reaches you well. For I have grave news. Castle Roddington was attacked last night by a witch who calls herself the Mother of Zuul. The castle was badly damaged, but the wizards of Abra Tower were able to fight her off. The royal family is safe, as they were away watching Lyricon’s play. 
 
      
 
    But Murland, we have paid dearly. Twenty-seven are dead. I am sorry, but among the dead is your friend Gram, and Headmaster Hinckley as well. 
 
      
 
    I beseech you to return immediately to Abra Tower. For you may be in grave danger. Every apprentice has been called back to his respective school or college, and the high council is considering what our next step should be. I have included in this scroll a spell that will teleport you back to Abra Tower immediately. Please use it. 
 
      
 
    Yours in Magic, 
 
      
 
    Headmaster Bumblemoore 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland stared at the scroll in his hand, unbelieving of the words written there. He read the note again and again, but with every reading his sorrow grew. He thought of poor Gram, who had been so excited to study potions, and who had never hurt anyone in his life. Then he thought of Hinckley, and true fear paralyzed him. 
 
    “Murland…are you alright?” Caressa asked softly, laying a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Murland broke down and leaned into her as she embraced him. “Your palace was attacked. Your family is alright, but Gram…Gram is dead, Hinckley is dead,” he told her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Murland.” 
 
    She held him, stroking his head while he wept. He choked down his sorrow and, sniffling, wiped his nose determinedly. 
 
    “It was Witch Hazel,” he said, his voice laced with malice. 
 
    “If she killed Hinckley, then she is indeed more powerful than we thought,” said Caressa. 
 
    Murland nodded gravely. “We have to stop Brannon before he gets everyone killed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland and Caressa found Brannon in the dining room, eating breakfast with the other companions. The mood around the table was bleak, and Murland was about to make it worse. 
 
    “There you are,” said Brannon, rising. “Have you decided if you are coming with me?” 
 
    “Witch Hazel attacked Castle Roddington,” said Murland. “My friend Gram is dead. Hinckley is dead.” 
 
    “Awe Murland, I be so sorry,” said Gibrig. He got out of his chair and rushed toward Murland, giving him a big hug. 
 
    “Thanks, Gib.” 
 
    “Caressa,” said Brannon, clutching his chest. “Is your family safe?” 
 
    “They are, thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “This bitch Hazel is really getting on my nerves,” said Willow as she tried to gnaw the marrow from the center of a bone. 
 
    “This just goes to show why we should hit the Twisted Tower now,” said Brannon, slamming his fist down on the table. 
 
    “No,” said Murland. “The elven navy cannot defeat Hazel, not while she possesses the power of Zuul. Hinckley was the second most powerful wizard in all the land after Kazimir, and if she could defeat him, she will tear your fleet to shreds easily.” 
 
    “You put too much faith in wizards.” 
 
    “Brannon, listen to reason. Hazel was trying for your parents, and she attacked Roddington Castle last night. She wants the leaders of Fallacetine dead.” 
 
    “That means…” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Yes,” said Brannon gravely. “She will be hitting Vhalovia next.” 
 
    “We have to do something,” said Sir Eldrick as he got up and began pacing. 
 
    “We got to free Kazimir,” said Gibrig. “He’s the only one who—” 
 
    “Not that again!” said Brannon. 
 
    “He may be right.” Sir Eldrick stopped in his pacing. “Kazimir might be a son of a bitch, but he never went on a killing spree.” 
 
    “You are all fools,” said Brannon with a scoff. 
 
    “Dammit man, listen to reason!” said Murland. 
 
    “I have two hundred ships at my disposal, along with five thousand soldiers and over two hundred domini. We will sail to the Twisted Tower, and we will destroy it. If you don’t have the stomach for war, then perhaps you should return with your princess to Magestra and wait out the storm with the other cowards.” 
 
    “This isn’t like you, Brannon,” said Murland, as angry as he was filled with sorrow. 
 
    “No, it isn’t. It is what Valkimir would do if the roles were reversed.” 
 
    “Valkimir was a pragmatic warrior,” said Sir Eldrick. “He would never risk the lives of so many for revenge.” 
 
    “This is about more than revenge, Eldrick. Someone tried to kill the king and queen of Halala. Such a crime cannot go unpunished.” 
 
    “She will be punished,” said Murland. “But we’ve got to use our heads. I am said to be destined to defeat Zuul, and I—” 
 
    “Then come with me, brother,” said Brannon, gliding from behind his chair and coming to stand before Murland. “Come with me, and show the world that you are not a fraud, that defeating Drak’Noir was not a fluke.” He glanced around at them all, holding each of their gazes for many moments. “Let the Champions of the Dragon march forth and vanquish the foe of Fallacetine. For if not us, then who?” 
 
    “K-K-Kazimir said that he could do it,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Kazimir is a darkling,” said Brannon. “He just wants to be returned to life.” 
 
    Murland looked to Caressa, and her eyes told him no. 
 
    “What will it be?” said Brannon, extending his hand. 
 
    “Murland needs more training before he takes on Zuul,” said Caressa. 
 
    “Zuul is a baby…for now. But he will surely grow quickly, and the longer Murland waits to fight him, and stronger the Dark Lord will become.” 
 
    “I’m with the group,” said Willow as she chewed on a half-loaf of bread. 
 
    “I wish ye could think o’ a more peaceful way,” said Gibrig. “But if that be what ye be wantin’ to do, then I be with ye. The maker o’ clocks didn’t give me this shield for nothin’.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick regarded them all thoughtfully and settled on Brannon. “This goes against my better judgement…but so does half the shit I do.” 
 
    “What’s it going to be?” said Brannon, offering his hand once more to Murland. 
 
    Murland could feel Caressa’s gaze boring into the side of his head. He thought of Gram, his best friend, and Hinckley, his first mentor. Now Murland was an orphan apprentice, and his loneliness was only matched by his anger and sense of revenge. 
 
    “I’m with you,” he told Brannon and shook his hand. 
 
    Caressa rushed out of the room, and Murland let her go. He was not going to spend the entirety of their relationship chasing after her. He had made his decision, and he was going to stick by it. 
 
    “We’ll make that bitch pay for ever crossing the Champions of the Dragon,” said Brannon. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Just then there was a flash of light and a long, drawn-out moan that sounded rather ghostly. A shadow swirled around the room before settling beside the breakfast buffet. 
 
    “Oh great,” said Brannon. “Kazimir.” 
 
    “And you ssshould be glad that it isss me,” said Kazimir as he came to form. But his voice was strange, haunted, and like that of a darkling. He removed his hood and spoke again, and this time his voice was normal. “What in the world are you fools cooking up now?” 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself with it,” said Brannon. “Go and haunt someone else.” 
 
    “Clever.” Kazimir picked at the assortment of food with a look like longing. “Oh, and I was so sorry to hear about your husband’s passing.” Kazimir’s eyebrows drooped like the ears of a lonely dog. He turned to Murland. “And Headmaster Hinckley. I hear that he was killed by Hazel. It is a shame, really, for I wanted to someday kill him myself.” 
 
    “What do you want?” said Murland, grinding his teeth. 
 
    Kazimir took an egg sandwich wedge from the buffet, popped it in his mouth, and chewed; the food flew through him and bounced off the table before falling on the floor. “I want what everyone wants: Hazel to be gotten under control. How many more have to die before you take me seriously?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t take you seriously if you were the last person on earth,” said Brannon. 
 
    Willow chuckled. “That was a good one.” She raised her hand to high-five Brannon, but he only glared at Kazimir. 
 
    “This is just the beginning,” said Kazimir, and suddenly the sunlit room became drowned in shadow. “Hazel will not stop until she has had her revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge on who?” said Murland. 
 
    “Everyone who ever wronged her. And it appears that she is starting at the top.” 
 
    “What did my father ever do to Witch Hazel?” said Brannon. 
 
    “I guess you could say that he rubbed her the wrong way,” said Kazimir with a chuckle. 
 
    “Enough of the riddles,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Perhaps you should all read up on your history,” said Kazimir. 
 
    “You mind turning the, uhh, sunlight back on?” said Willow. “I can’t see what I’m eating.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” the wizard asked, rolling his eyes. He did, however, bring back the sunlight. “I beseech you, do not be the fools that I know you are. Think. The elven armada is doomed if it leaves these shores.” 
 
    “You are a darkling,” said Murland. “And surely a minion of Zuul, like the others. Why should we trust a word that you say?” 
 
    “Fool, do you see any other darklings around? I don’t roll with those idiots, and I sure as hell do not answer to Zuul.” 
 
    “Then help us. Use your darkling power and tell us where Witch Hazel is, what she is planning, where she will strike next.” 
 
    “I can tell you that she is in the Twisted Tower, and she has eyes on every shore and every kingdom. She will not be caught unawares.” 
 
    “Don’t dance around the question,” said Sir Eldrick. “Will you help us or not?” 
 
    “It would go a long way toward us trustin’ ye again,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I know men,” said Akitla, regarding Kazimir with a stink-eye. “And I can assure you that you will never be able to trust this one.” 
 
    “I will help you by telling you once again that you must free my body from Azkatraz. For only I can—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” said Brannon, waving him off. “Only you can stop her blah, blah, blah. We’ll just see about that.” 
 
    Kazimir leveled them all with a dangerous glare. He shook his head and took a glass of orange juice from the buffet. “Soon you will beg for my help,” he said before tossing back the drink. It went right through his body and splashed on the floor before he suddenly disappeared. 
 
    “I am sooo sick of that asshole,” said Brannon. 
 
    “Yeah, screw the wiz-wiz,” said Dingleberry as she sat back against Willow’s neck, licking the sugary top of a tart crust. 
 
    “Alright, crew,” said Sir Eldrick, leaning on the table and glancing at them all. “If we are to prove Kazimir wrong once again, then we need a solid plan.” 
 
    “Oh, now you want to make a plan?” said Brannon, eyebrow cocked. 
 
    “Plan is beat-beat the bitch-witch!” said Dingleberry, wings twitching from the sugar rush. 
 
    “Yes, but how?” said Murland. 
 
    “My father has been keeping something a secret for many years,” said Brannon with a devilish glance around. “But now I think it is time to be unleashed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Few people know of it,” said Brannon as he led the companions through the catacombs deep beneath the city. “But we have been collecting it for decades. It was made illegal to have a pinch of the stuff by the Treaty of the Magic Practitioners of Fallacetine, but obviously everyone of power has their own stash.” 
 
    “What is it that we are down here for?” said Murland, pushing past a thick cobweb and following the silhouettes of Brannon and Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Brannon said nothing as he came to a thick door of knotted roots. The roots shifted and snaked into the form of a face as they stopped before it, and the wise-looking face blinked at Brannon. “What is the greatest gift an elf can receive?” it asked in a deep voice. 
 
    “A straight son,” said Brannon, glancing over at the others and rolling his eyes as the door opened. “My father is so predictable.” 
 
    He moved into the earthen room deep beneath the city. The companions followed, and everyone stopped and stared at the barrels stacked against the far wall. Their cracks and corners glowed bright blue, and an acrid smell sat upon the stagnant air. Murland felt himself grow weak, and he looked to the barrels suspiciously. 
 
    “You feel it, don’t you?” said Brannon. 
 
    “What is it?” said Murland, staggering back to the entrance to collect himself. 
 
    “Those barrels contain the rotting juices of the anti-magic mushroom,” said Brannon. “More elegantly named wizard bane. It only grew in what is now called the Blight. But of course, the wizards were not very fond of it. They managed to destroy most of it, but obviously some survived. My father keeps it just in case the domini ever get out of control, and I think that Witch Hazel qualifies.” 
 
    “Do you feel it?” Murland asked. 
 
    “Yes. It leaches my power just being around it. Imagine what it will do to the Twisted Tower…to Witch Hazel and Zuul.” 
 
    A slow smile crept across Murland’s face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Princesses Be Trippin’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why did you agree to go with them?” Caressa asked, looking more angry than hurt. 
 
    “They are my friends,” said Murland. 
 
    “I am your fiancée.” 
 
    Murland sighed. “Caressa, I am a wizard. I have responsibilities. You knew this going in.” 
 
    “Sure, but I didn’t know that you would be rushing into fights that you weren’t prepared for.” 
 
    “This sounds quite unlike the advice that you gave me when I was about to face Drak’Noir.” 
 
    “Magestra needs you, Murland. Even Bumblemoore asked you to return. Your friend is dead. Your master is dead.” 
 
    “I know that!” said Murland, quite louder than he meant. 
 
    “And you know that you should return to Magestra with me, rather than seeking revenge.” 
 
    “It’s not revenge, not entirely. Brannon and Sir Eldrick are right, Zuul is weak right now, and I should strike.” 
 
    “Did Hinckley think that you were ready?” 
 
    Murland didn’t have to answer. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Caressa. “Look, I believe in you, you know I do, but you’ve got to be smart. Wizards don’t live for centuries by making stupid mistakes.” 
 
    “I know, and I promise that I’ll be smart about it. But my friends need me right now, and I can’t let them down. I had hoped that the fighting would be over after we defeated Drak’Noir. I had hoped that we might enjoy some peace for a while. But I see now that this is my fate. Perhaps once Zuul is dealt with, we can enjoy some quiet time away from all the craziness of the world, but right now I must answer my calling. Right now—” 
 
    “I know,” said Caressa. “Right now, you must be Murland Kadabra, the wizard who defeated Drak’Noir. Just promise me, Murland, promise me that you will come back.” 
 
    “I promise,” said Murland, and they shared a hug that soon turned into an urgent, passionate kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, Murland watched Caressa as a dozen knights from the Magestrian Embassy escorted her out of the city. He wondered for a lucid moment if he would ever see her again. He felt that he should be with her, should make sure that she got home safe. But she was a grown woman—as she would surely argue—and she could take care of herself. 
 
    “Heya, Murland,” came Gibrig from behind him. “Brannon be ready to set out.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” said Murland as he burned into memory the princess’s silhouette as she rode south over the distant hill. 
 
    Murland gave a sigh and glanced back at Packy. “Well, you ready, old pal?” 
 
    The white wings shook with excitement, and Murland found that he could still smile. He followed Gibrig through the hall and down the spiraling ramp to the antechamber, where the companions waited. Dingleberry, Akitla, and Wendel were there as well. 
 
    King Rimon stood by the door in full regalia, and he was beaming. “Shall we?” he said, and nodded to his personal guard. 
 
    The guard opened the door, and the explosive applause of the elves of Halala assailed them as they marched out. The group was joined by over two thousand elven soldiers and domini, and together they followed the king and Brannon to the shore where the armada waited. 
 
    “Champions of the Dragon,” the king said in his commanding voice as he stopped before the shore. “I am pleased that you have decided to accompany my son. For you fight for the elves of Halala, and it will not soon be forgotten. Go with the grace of the gods, and smite the witch. Bring the Twisted Tower crashing down, and forge your names in the history books forever.” 
 
    “Good king,” said Gibrig, nervously stepping forward. “The gods know that I would rather be flippin’ burgers with me pap in the valley o’ the mountain. But I be goin’ on this quest with your son ‘cause, well, gosh darn it, he’s a good friend, and he’s a good elf. I hope ye be seein’ that.” 
 
    King Rimon cleared his throat awkwardly. “Uh, yes, of course, good dwarf.” 
 
    “Assssshole!” said Wendel, pretending to sneeze. 
 
    The king ignored the insult and turned to the soldiers and domini gathered on the docks. “Go with the blessing of your king! Show the Mother of Zuul the wrath of the elves of Halala!” 
 
    The crowd cheered, and Brannon led them onto the gangplanks with his head held high. Soon the fleet left the harbor to the fanfare of the cheering elves. Murland stood with Brannon and the others at the stern of the lead ship, and he wondered if they had made the right choice. 
 
    “And cut!” came a voice, and Murland noticed for the first time the two pixies hovering behind them. 
 
    “Oh, not you two again,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Freedom of the press-press,” said the director. 
 
    “They are fine,” said Brannon. “If Lyricon is going to go around spreading lies about us, then perhaps a crystal picture will help clear our names. What are your names, little pixies?” 
 
    “You can call me Rye-Rye,” said the Director. She hooked a thumb at the camera pixie. “And this is Tuck.” 
 
    “The pixarazzi always twist things around,” said Sir Eldrick. “They will edit and cut and chop up the footage to make us look any way they want.” 
 
    “Listen Slur-Slur,” said Rye-Rye. “You five need all the help-help you can get right now. Have you read-read the reviews of the play?” 
 
    “What do they say?” said Gibrig, concerned for his father. 
 
    Rye-Rye snapped her fingers, and a scroll dropped onto the deck. 
 
    “Whoa, did you just whoosh that here?” said Willow. 
 
    Sir Eldrick picked up the scroll for all to see and began to read. 
 
    “Lyricon’s masterful adaptation of the Champions of the Dragon is a breath of fresh air in a land where fallacy is all too often accepted blindly. In the gritty and no-holds-barred play, written and directed by the notorious pirate king, we get a glimpse into the hearts and minds of five antiheroes, who, unbeknownst to them or most of us, were actually chosen to be sacrificed to Drak’Noir, just like the unfortunate champions before them. Lyricon has uncovered a diabolical conspiracy in which the leaders of each kingdom, through Kazimir, conveniently get rid of those who have wronged them, be it through an insult at the farmer’s market, or…” Sir Eldrick groaned. “Adultery of the most forbidden.” 
 
    He lowered the scroll with a sigh. “Awe, Henry…” 
 
    “Let me see that,” said Brannon, grabbing the news scroll and picking up where Sir Eldrick had left off. “To their credit, the five fools that Kazimir chose this generation came together in the end to form strong bonds, and overcame deadly obstacles. But, as you will soon realize, it was not the fate of Fallacetine that most concerned them. For rather than give themselves for the greater good, as has been done for centuries by the champions, these five risk the lives of every living creature in our great land by attempting to actually kill the beast. In the end, they are saved by the brave wizards and witches of Kazam College.” 
 
    “That is such bullshit!” said Murland, ripping the scroll from Brannon’s grip and continuing with ever widening eyes. “But perhaps the most scandalous part of the play is the boiling love affair between Princess Caressa—” Murland stopped and gulped. “…Between Princess Caressa and the lack…the lackluster Murland Kadabra, a wizard who is supposed to save us all from Zuul, but who can’t even get out of his own way without the two most powerful magical relics in existence…” 
 
    His hand dropped, and he stared at the deck shamefully. 
 
    “They must have somethin’ nice to say,” said Gibrig, taking the scroll from Murland before it fell from his limp grip. Gibrig cleared his throat and squinted at the news scroll. “And while Murland is learnin’ how to…to, er, drop royal panties from the oft drunk Sir Eldrick, the queen shagger himself beds just about every queen and princess from here to Bad Mountain, includin’ the queen o’ the fae, in a performance that was said to have lasted for hours, and reportedly, the queen of Shivermoore. 
 
    “When the misfits aren’t snorting fust, they are stabbing each other in the back, fornicating with everything from old hags to dippies, slaughtering hill trolls and mole men, partnering with lesbian pirates, and plotting with darklings to kill arguably the bravest wizard that has ever lived, Kazimir the Most High. 
 
    “And where is Kazimir? Where is the man who has kept us safe from Drak’Noir for twenty-seven generations? Well, naturally, he is now an inmate in Azkatraz. And what of the portal that only he can close, you ask? It stands wide open, ready to spew its ungodly creatures into our world…” Gibrig looked to the others, teary-eyed. 
 
    Willow patted him on the back and took the scroll. “This nannywiggins sure is long-winded,” she said before reading the rest. “The kings and chiefs of the champions’ many kingdoms have tried to ban the play, and burnings of the Champions of the Dragon trilogy are a daily occurrence in the capitals, but truth will not be silenced, not while people like me still draw breath. 
 
    “Your soldier in the fight against fallacy, reporting for the Nigh Times, Jalex Owns.” 
 
    “Like I told you,” said Rye-Rye. “You lot-lot need all the help you can get-get!” 
 
    “Hey-hey!” said Dingleberry. “Can I be on your crew-crew?” 
 
    Rye-Rye and Tuck shared a glance. 
 
    “Got any experience?” Rye-Rye asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes-yes. I was in the crystal pic-pic Dibby-Dibby Does Pixus.” 
 
    “That’s where I have seen you,” said Tuck, licking his lips. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Rye-Rye. 
 
    “We’re so screwed,” said Murland, ignoring the three pixies. 
 
    “Poor Henry,” said Sir Eldrick. “I never meant for him to get dragged into all this.” 
 
    “Ah, screw Jalex Owns, he’s just a fear monger,” said Willow. 
 
    “I read his articles all the time,” said Wendel. “He always tells the truth, and he really nailed it on the head with you five.” 
 
    “Why are you even still here?” Brannon asked, looking like he wanted to push the skeleton overboard. 
 
    “I can’t believe that he sided with Kazimir,” said Murland. 
 
    “Oh, they all are,” said Rye-Rye as she handed Dingleberry a business card. “The book-books are a big-big success. I can show-show you some more reviews…” 
 
    “Are they all like Jalex’s?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Pretty much-much.” 
 
    “Oh boy. Me pap is gonna be in big trouble.” 
 
    “Well, I personally don’t give a shit what anyone says,” said Brannon. “I know what we did, and I know who we are. You just keep rolling, pixie director. Because you’re about to show the world the true Champions of the Dragon.” 
 
    “Are you getting this?” said Rye-Rye out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Tuck nodded, hovering in to zoom on Brannon. 
 
    “We sail west!” said Brannon with a flourish meant for the theater. “And soon we shall storm the Twisted Tower and defeat Witch Hazel!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Witch Hazel clicked off her crystal projection device and shook her head, cackling. “The morons don’t even know they are live!” she said to Zuul, who lay asleep in the green glowing incubator. 
 
    She rose from her chair and moved to the window, looking west with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “How shall we great our guests when they arrive?” she asked, but of course Zuul did not answer. 
 
    She laced her fingers together, tapping her thumbs in thought. “A sea storm? No, too predictable. Perhaps a sea monster…no, too cliché. It has to be something grand, yet unexpected. And it has to show the world my incredible power. Perhaps I will make the ocean boil and cook the armada like a toad in my cauldron. Better yet…I could make all the water disappear, sending the fleet careening to the ocean floor.” 
 
    Hazel knew that there was a better idea somewhere in the back of her mind, and for inspiration, she packed a generous amount of forbidden wizard leaf into Zuul’s jade water pipe and hit it hard. She blew out a shimmering cloud of magical smoke and watched as a vision appeared in that swirling fog. In it, she saw herself, not as a bent old witch, but as a terribly powerful beauty with a crown of horns and bright, glowing eyes. 
 
    She was getting distracted, she knew, but the vision was too alluring to disregard. She saw the spell in the fog. Bright as lightning the fine lettering spelled out the ancient runes, and she began to chant them as she read. 
 
    “Factorem horologiorum. Ego præcipio tibi. Turn dorsum meum rotae in gratiam juventutis. Maker of clocks. I command thee. Turn back my wheels to the beauty of youth.” 
 
    She felt a strange crawling of her skin then, followed by terrible burning and itching. Yet, she smiled. Witch Hazel moved to the mirror, where her hound dog eyes stared back. She looked so tired. Her drooping breasts sat upon a round belly, and she wondered where the time had gone. But she grinned, for her face began to change, and her belly shrunk. Her drooping breasts became pert and full, and her sagging chin tightened beneath a smooth face. Her eyes changed from bloodshot and tired to young and bright and glowing with power. 
 
    Hazel couldn’t believe her eyes. 
 
    She had searched for decades for a spell that could actually turn back the physical clock. Dozens of charlatans and smooth-talking witches had gotten one over on her in the past. She had tried elixirs and potions, tinctures and salves, but none of them lasted more than a few days, and one had nearly killed her. 
 
    Shaking with excitement, she let her now bulky robes fall to the floor, and she nearly cried when she looked over her perfect bronze body. Hazel arched her back, impressed by her large bosom, and turned to the side, marveling to once again see her round hips and perky backside. She thought of her old mirror, and hurrying to the table on the other end of the room, she dug out the old trunk. Nervously, she waved a hand over the lock, speaking the words that would unlock it, and nearly jumped when it snapped open. 
 
    She took up the mirror, smiling into it. 
 
    “Mirror, mirror in my hand, who’s the fairest in the land?” 
 
    The old, faded mirror suddenly sparked to life, and a non-descript male face appeared in the swirling mist. He blinked sleepily, as though he had just been awakened. Seeing Witch Hazel staring at him, he regarded her with some puzzlement before recognition twinkled in his eyes. “Oh, it’s you. What did you want to know?” 
 
    “Who’s the fairest in the land?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, glancing down in thought. “Well, King Winterthorn seems to have made great strides in that regard. Just take his recent pardon of Sir Eldrick.” 
 
    “Not that kind of fairest, you idiot,” said Hazel. “I mean fair as in beautiful.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” said the mirror before scowling at her. “Why do you care so much about the opinion of an enchanted mirror? In your younger days, you asked me this over and over, and went about poisoning with apples every poor lass that I named.” 
 
    “Just answer the damned question,” said Hazel. 
 
    “Well, it isn’t really fair to you or the women you will kill should I name another. Did you ever think that you just aren’t my type, and there is no fairest of the fair? It is really a personal preference thing. I mean, you are obviously beautiful, but you have that resting bitch face thing going on, and you just look like you try too hard. It’s kind of a turnoff—” 
 
    Witch Hazel screamed and smashed the mirror against the wall. Turning from the debris, she glared at the full-length mirror. “I will show the world the terrible beauty that is Witch Hazel!” 
 
    She noticed Zuul’s water pipe on the stand beside the mirror, and she remembered that she had been formulating a diabolical plan. 
 
    “But how to show them…” 
 
    Then she had an idea—a terrible, delicious, diabolical idea—and she grinned at her reflection. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Crystal Vision 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the second day of the voyage, the companions and three of Brannon’s generals met in Brannon’s room, which was no less lavish than his quarters in the palace. They sat around a large circular table, at the center of which was a dome of swirling mist. One of the most gifted bestia domini from Halala, who went by the name Hawkeye, sat with them as well. The tall female elf wore leather armor covered in hawk feathers, and her eyes were glazed over and glowing white. High above them, one of her hawks glided on a steady current. Being a bestia dominus, Hawkeye could see through the eyes of her hawk, but she had no way to show what she saw to the others; that was where a mentis dominus by the name of Illindell came in. Illindell mind-melded with Hawkeye and in turn projected the vision into the enchanted dome. In the dome, the blue ocean waters came into view along with the hundreds of ships. 
 
    “Switch to the lead hawk,” said Brannon, and the mist within the dome shifted as the Twisted Tower slowly came into view. 
 
    “By the gods,” said one of the generals. 
 
    Everyone stared at the image, awestruck, for there was the Twisted Tower. It rose impossibly high into the sky, nearly piercing the low-hanging clouds that had turned green by its magical glow. 
 
    “Bring us in closer,” said Brannon, and through her telepathic link to the bird, Hawkeye commanded it to dive. 
 
    The hawk zoomed in on the lone window, and standing there, staring right at the hawk and in turn everyone around the table, stood a strikingly beautiful woman with hair like burning green flames and two swirling horns like a ram. 
 
    “Witch Hazel,” Murland breathed. 
 
    Suddenly a streaking green ball erupted from the window, and Hawkeye gave a cry. The hawk banked right, but the spell followed it, and an explosion caused everyone to jump. Gibrig fell straight back out of his chair when the dome surged with green flames, and Hawkeye cried out in pain. The bestia dominus screamed and thrashed, and those white eyes welled with tears as they changed to deep green. Illindell shuddered and opened his own eyes as he severed the connection to Hawkeye’s mind. 
 
    “She knows we’re coming,” said Brannon, who still stared at the swirling dome. 
 
    “Of course she knows,” said Sir Eldrick. “I told you not to assume that you would catch her unawares.” 
 
    “So much for the element of surprise,” said Wendel. “You blew it!” 
 
    “I be sorry ‘bout what happened to yer hawk,” said Gibrig, watching with concern as Illindell guided a weak Hawkeye out of the room. 
 
    “That Witch Hazel’s got some good magix,” said Willow, chewing on a mouthful of sardines. 
 
    “She’s got the best magic,” said Murland with a sigh. 
 
    “Yes, well, let’s see how good her magic is when she is introduced to wizard bane,” said Brannon. 
 
    “How do you expect to get close enough to her to use it?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “If I know anything about the super powerful, it is one thing: they are extremely arrogant. She will come for us. We’ve dipped every harpoon, arrow, crossbow bolt, and cannon ball in wizard bane, and we have enough powder to reduce the Twisted Tower to rubble.” 
 
    “Yes, but what happens if she doesn’t come after us?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Yeah, say she sends an army of flying monkeys or something,” said Willow. 
 
    “Flying monkeys?” said Brannon. “What are you smoking?” 
 
    Willow shrugged. “I’ve seen stranger things.” 
 
    “Look, all we have to do is hit her with one weapon that has been dipped in wizard bane. How hard can it be?” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Wendel said with a cackle. 
 
    “If she defeated Hinckley,” said Murland, “it may be harder than you think. Say the wizard bane doesn’t even work. What’s plan B?” 
 
    “The fleet will soon separate into ten groups,” said Brannon. “We will hit the island from every side and overwhelm her with force. Even with Zuul’s power, I doubt she can hold us all back for long.” 
 
    “Many elves will die,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Brannon nodded gravely. “And many more will die if she is not stopped.” 
 
    “You heard it here-here first folk-folks,” said Rye-Rye as Tuck hovered in for a close-up. “Tune-tune back in shortly to see if the Cham-Champs of the Dragon win-win against bad-bad Witch Hazel. Reporting for Fairy-Fairy Vision from somewhere north-north of Fallacetine, I’m Rye-Rye Oceancrest.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Sir Eldrick. “Were you just live?” 
 
    Brannon glared at the pixies with eyes as hard as diamonds. 
 
    “Ugh, duh-duh!” said Rye-Rye. “Well, to tell you the truth-truth, there is a ten-second delay-lay, you know, in case someone says f—” 
 
    “Show me the live feed!” said Brannon. 
 
    Murland’s heart sank to his feet. 
 
    Tuck pointed his crystal at the wall, tapped it in many different places, and suddenly Brannon appeared in the projected image. “The fleet will soon separate into ten group. We will hit the island from every side and overwhelm her with force. Even with Zuul’s power, I doubt she can hold us all back for long.” 
 
    “Many elves will die.” 
 
    “And many more will die if she is not stopped.” 
 
    “You heard it here-here first folk-folks…” 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Brannon screamed, and he lunged for the fairies. 
 
    With an “EEK!” Rye-Rye and Tuck shot off toward the door. 
 
    “Not so fast-fast,” said Dingleberry, suddenly appearing in front of them with her needle drawn. 
 
    “I’ll tear your little wings off!” Brannon screamed, lunging after them. 
 
    Sir Eldrick stopped the elf prince with a strong hand to his chest. “Wait.” 
 
    “Those little bastards have been recording us live! Hazel knows our plans. What’s worse, she knows that we have wizard bane.” 
 
    “I know, but we can use this to our advantage,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “We stage a fake strategy meeting,” said Murland as the realization struck him. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Brannon, still eyeing the two quivering pixies. 
 
    “We thought you knew-knew,” said Rye-Rye, and the other pixie shook his head vigorously. 
 
    “Not another word from you two morons!” said Brannon. 
 
    “Is that crystal recording?” Sir Eldrick asked. 
 
    “No-No, we’re not live-live,” said Rye-Rye. 
 
    “When do you go back on?” 
 
    The pixie shrugged. “When something good happens.” 
 
    “Perfect. We go live in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zuul cried and thrashed as Hazel tried to get the spoonful of medicine into his mouth. She held it out far away and flew it in like a bird as she made the sound of an eagle. Zuul’s puffy red eyes opened and he calmed, enthralled as the spoonful of mush flew toward him. 
 
    “And open…” said Hazel, bringing it in for a landing. 
 
    Zuul scrunched up his face and thrashed, causing the precious medicine to smear across his cheek. 
 
    “Milk!” Zuul screamed, hands clutching the air as he reached for her breasts. 
 
    “Medicine first!” 
 
    “Milk first!” 
 
    “Zuuly, why are you being so difficult?” said Hazel. “You know that you can’t keep milk down right now.” 
 
    “MILK!” he screamed and hit Witch Hazel with a spell that took her off her feet and slammed her into the wall. 
 
    “Bad Zuul!” 
 
    He blinked, and his bottom lip quivered. 
 
    “Why do you want to make your mommy sad?” said Hazel. “I guess you just want me to go away and leave you all alone.” 
 
    “Momma?” said Zuul, big red eyes blinking. 
 
    “You want Momma Hazel to stay?” 
 
    He nodded, pouting pathetically. 
 
    “Do you promise to be a good little dark lord and take your medicine?” 
 
    Again, he nodded. 
 
    She smiled at him, which seemed to make him happy. “If I take my medicine, can I eat some wizard?” 
 
    “Not yet, honey. Eating a wizard is what made you so sick. You almost died, you know.” 
 
    He wasn’t happy to hear that, but he took his medicine without protest this time, and soon his eyelids became heavy. Hazel scooped him up and brought him over to the enchanted crib, laying him down gently. “There, there, Zuuly, you get some sleep. Mommy’s got company coming, and she needs to prepare.” 
 
    She changed out of her soiled clothes covered in medicine and mush and put on a tight leather outfit with a matching cape. After pouring herself some wine, she turned on her crystal projector and plopped into her favorite batwing chair. On the projection being beamed onto the wall, Brannon Woodheart was speaking with his generals, and it seemed that they had changed their plans. Intrigued, Hazel turned up the volume. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any more about it!” said Brannon. “I have made up my mind.” 
 
    “But Sire,” said one of the generals. “We can’t turn back now.” 
 
    “What’s this?” said Hazel, sitting up in her chair. 
 
    “It was all a lie,” said Brannon. “We don’t have any wizard bane.” 
 
    “What? You lied to the council of domini?” 
 
    “And to my friends,” said Brannon. “But I had to. None of you would have joined me if I hadn’t. But now I have seen the folly of my ways. We cannot defeat Witch Hazel, no one can. We have to retreat.” 
 
    “No…” said Hazel, squeezing the stem of her tall glass so hard that it shattered in her hand. 
 
    “Let me get Murland, or Sir Eldrick. Surely they can talk some sense into you,” said the general. 
 
    “No, it is too late. They will not speak with me right now. But it is for their own good. Get the aqua domini started in turning this ship around and giving us a wave that will speed us back to Halala.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Hazel screamed and rose to her feet, her rage causing her horns to burn with jade flame. 
 
    “You heard-heard it here first-first folks,” said Rye-Rye Oceancrest as she came into frame. “In a startling change of events, the prince-prince of Halala has decided to turn back the fleet. I guess-guess that the world will have to wait-wait to see the great and powerful Witch-Witch Hazel.” 
 
    “Like hell they will,” said Hazel, and she grabbed her broom and flew out the window, heading east. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There she goes,” said Murland as he and the others hovered in the air near the tower. 
 
    They were all invisible thanks to the potion that Gram had given him, but Murland could feel the weight of them on the rope that hung from his harness and Packy. The backpack hovered in the air easily, even though it supported the combined weight of Murland, Gibrig, Sir Eldrick, Akitla, and Willow. To Murland’s relief, Gibrig’s shield seemed to indeed become lighter when Gibrig was in possession of it, but he had still needed to use a spell he found in the back of the book of Kazam, one that made the backpack and its wings twice the size as before. 
 
    “You know,” said Willow between chews of some snack or another, “we really could have used this size-doubling magix in the mole men’s hill.” 
 
    “Let’s try to focus on the quest at hand,” came the voice of Sir Eldrick. “You ready, Murland?” 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “Then here goes nothing,” said Sir Eldrick, and Murland heard the twang of a crossbow. 
 
    The glowing blue bolt appeared suddenly in front of them and soared through the air. It hit the first of the spell shields surrounding the Twisted Tower with a shower of sparks and fizzled out. 
 
    “One spell down,” said Sir Eldrick, and he fired another. 
 
    Seven bolts later, the last of the wards protecting the Twisted Tower disappeared. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Murland, and he steered Packy into a slow dive that brought them to the small island. 
 
    They landed before the large door of the Twisted Tower, and everyone staggered to keep their feet, blind to their own bodies as they were. It was all quite disorienting. 
 
    “How long is this supposed to last?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “As much as we took?” said Murland. “It should wear off in less than an hour. Come on, if we’re really doing this, then we’ve got to hurry.” 
 
    “We’re with you, Murland!” said Gibrig, and Murland could just imagine his teary-eyed smile. 
 
    “There is a ward on the door,” said Murland. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Sir Eldrick. The sound of a bolt being loaded echoed across the stony, barren island, followed by a click. Suddenly, the bolt hit the door with a boom, and the spell protecting it died away with a fizzle. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” said Murland. “But be careful. Just because we can’t see each other, doesn’t mean that there aren’t creatures who can see us.” 
 
    “Now you lost me,” said Willow. 
 
    “He means pretend like ye be visible, just in case ye be,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Ohhh,” said Willow before she took a bite of something. 
 
    “Willow, can you stop eating for ten minutes?” said Murland. “We are about to face Zuul!” 
 
    “Jeeze, get the sand out of your panties,” she said. “It’s just a snack.” 
 
    “How do you know that the wards won’t come back?” said Akitla. 
 
    “I don’t,” said Murland. “But we still have enough wizard bane to deal with them if they do.” 
 
    He led them through the smoking door, which led to an impossibly long and winding set of stairs. Luckily, there was an elevator at the center, and he extended his magical senses as he approached, looking out for traps. 
 
    “It feels clear. Come on, into the elevator.” 
 
    It proved to be a tight fit, and with no one being able to see one another, there was a lot of pushing and shoving and stepped-on toes. 
 
    “Ye mind gettin’ yer boob out o’ me face?” said Gibrig in a muffled voice. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I thought maybe Murland was getting fresh,” said Willow. 
 
    Gibrig and Akitla chuckled. 
 
    “Murland, your tail,” said Sir Eldrick, sounding to be spitting hair out of his mouth. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Murland turned a lever all the way to the only floor, the top floor, and the elevator rumbled to life as slow, boring music began to play in a mesh box on the wall. 
 
    “Not the kind o’ music ye’d be expectin’ from a dark lord and such,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Don’t let the music, or Zuul, fool you,” said Sir Eldrick. “Be on guard at all times.” 
 
    When they reached the top of the lift, they waited with bated breath, but nothing attacked. 
 
    “Sense any wards?” Sir Eldrick asked. 
 
    “No,” said Murland, and he gulped. “But I sense great magic in this room.” 
 
    He felt Sir Eldrick step past him, and suddenly the knight became visible once more. Murland looked down as his own hands slowly solidified. 
 
    “The jig is up,” said Willow. “We are visible again.” 
 
    “The jig?” said Akitla. 
 
    “It’s like a ruse,” said Sir Eldrick, and Akitla scribbled something on a notepad. 
 
    “Good riddance,” said Gibrig. “I didn’t like not bein’ able to be seein’ meself.” 
 
    “Quiet, listen,” said Murland. 
 
    They all stopped and listened, and the faintest of songs found their ears. It sounded to be a music box, but the tune was sour and haunting, as though it were composed of grinding bones and a dozen tortured souls moaning for release from their mortal coil. 
 
    “Sounds like a lullaby for a baby dark lord if I ever heard one,” said Willow. 
 
    “Zuul is nearby,” said Murland. 
 
    “Are you ready?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Murland nodded and took a step into the dark room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Hell Hath No Fury like an Elf Prince Scorned 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Witch! Twelve o’clock!” yelled an elf from the crow’s nest. 
 
    Brannon peered through his looking glass and saw Witch Hazel a few miles off, riding what appeared to be a ball of writhing jade flame. 
 
    “Hard starboard!” he yelled. “Bring the ships around!” 
 
    The command was echoed by a hundred elven seamen, and the aqua domini weaved their magic, bringing waves up from the sea to help with the maneuver. A few minutes later, the fleet had spread out, and was surging forth toward the approaching witch. 
 
    “Harpoons at the ready. On my mark!” said Brannon, his voice enhanced by a canetis dominus. 
 
    He stood at the helm of his ship like a conquering king, bravely facing the coming danger. He knew that the pixies’ seeing crystal was focused on him, but he was not acting for the cameras. He was ready to face the witch, and he had no fear. His fear had died with Valkimir, and all that remained was a shattered soul bent on revenge. He had been glad when Sir Eldrick thought of the plan to trick Witch Hazel and go after Zuul, for it meant that he would have her all to himself. 
 
    “Sire!” said one of the generals. “She is getting too close!” 
 
    “Hold!” said Brannon, and he could hear the tension on the nearby bowstrings of the massive harpoons. 
 
    Hazel drew closer, and still Brannon did not give the order. She sped across the surface of the ocean, kicking up glowing green seawater in her wake, and still Brannon did not give the order. It was not until she was within one hundred feet and his generals were biting their nails that he finally said the word. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    Half a dozen blue glowing harpoons erupted from every ship, and Brannon watched with glee as the hundreds of bolts streaked toward the witch. But suddenly, unexpectedly, she dropped and disappeared into the ocean. The projectiles followed her into the water. 
 
    Everyone waited as the water settled. No one spoke. 
 
    Slowly, the pixie holding the viewing crystal zoomed in on Brannon, and he tried not to look worried. 
 
    “Archers and crossbows at the ready!” he bellowed, but even as his command was given, there was an explosion on a ship nearby. The ship cracked in half as a surge of glowing green water shot up through the middle like a geyser, followed by Hazel and her ball of jade fire. 
 
    Crossbows twanged and arrows sped through the air, streaking blue with wizard bane. But none of the projectiles came close. Witch Hazel began to climb higher and spin as she went. She sailed through the air in a circle around the fleet so fast that she was a blur of streaking green that formed a solid ring around them. Soon the wind picked up and the ocean became violently choppy. 
 
    “She’s creating a hurricane!” Brannon’s highest-ranking general yelled over the tumult. 
 
    Brannon ignored the general and barked orders into his speaking stone. “Sail with the storm, caterpillar formation. And for gods sakes, will someone shoot that bitch down!” 
 
    “Sire, we’re doomed if we try to sail with the hurricane,” said the general. 
 
    Brannon whirled around on the elf and was about to give him a pointy earful, when suddenly a fireball buried the general into the deck with a searing streak of green. The explosion sent Brannon end over end. He cartwheeled through the air, over the side of the ship, and into the ocean. 
 
    When he broke through to the surface, Witch Hazel streaked by overhead. She blasted the ships with multiple spells, and the elves retaliated, but the return fire fell pathetically short of the witch, and Brannon punched the water with his fist. He thought of his seeds then, and as the ships burned around him and careened into one another, spinning sickeningly with the storm, Brannon fished his seed pouch from his belt. Witch Hazel flew straight down into the water, bringing the storm with her. She spun beneath the water in wide arks, causing it to churn faster and faster, and suddenly, a whirlpool opened beside Brannon and began sucking him in. He frantically emptied his seeds into the water, and mentally took command of their essence. With a force of will powered by desperation, fear, and rage, Brannon commanded the seaweed to GROW. A thick tangle of weeds ten feet wide erupted beneath him, and even as he slipped over the edge and stared down into the swirling abyss, he forced a vine to shoot across the raging sea and take hold of the rail of the closest ship. He surged through the water hard enough to snap his neck back painfully, but he held on, even commanding the weeds to wrap themselves around him. His arms and legs became encased in the slimy vines, and he stood upon a small island of green as it floated atop the water like a barge. The seaweed took him twenty feet into the air, and the vines around his arms grew longer still. 
 
    The ship that he had moored to was suddenly sucked into the growing whirlpool, and Brannon grabbed ahold of another with his vine fingers and watched helplessly as the other ship careened to the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    Witch Hazel suddenly shot out of the whirlpool and, cackling, began once again blasting the elven ships as they tried desperately to steer away from the swirling surge. 
 
    “Hey bitch!” Brannon cried over the violent wind. 
 
    He grabbed ahold of a harpoon from the deck of a ship with his long seaweed arms and willed the vine legs to grow faster. Brannon felt his energy draining fast, but he cared not, for a feeling of power unlike anything he had ever experienced coursed through him. He doubled in size, controlling the mammoth seaweed monster from the center of its chest. Witch Hazel blasted one of the long arms, but Brannon felt no pain. He brought the other around as she flew by, clipping the jade fireball and sending her spiraling out of control. 
 
    Another ship fell into the raging whirlpool, and more still fought for control on the verge. To the elves’ credit, even those ships that were doomed continued to fire with wizard bane-tipped arrows and harpoons. Witch Hazel regained control, but even as she did, a streaking blue arrow hit the fireball, causing it to explode. Brannon watched with great satisfaction as the witch flailed through the air like a ragdoll and hit the water at the edge of the whirlpool. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t!” he yelled, and he extended his seaweed arm across the expanse and snatched her up. 
 
    Witch Hazel gave a terrible shriek then, and the right arm of his seaweed monster shriveled and died. The rotting spell followed every vine to the center, and the great beast that Brannon had created turned to ash beneath him. He fell to the ocean as Witch Hazel sped toward him to intercept. She had somehow conjured another fireball and was charging him with her wand leading the way. There was a small flash, and from the wand grew a ten-foot-long jousting spear. Brannon spun in the air, brandishing his wizard bane-laced dagger, and snarled at the witch as she sped to get him before the water did. Below, the ocean surged, ready to swallow him up. He spun again as the lance came in. It grazed him, catching and tearing his leather armor, but as Witch Hazel flew past, he thrust the dagger into her ribs. 
 
    The dagger cut through her magical defenses and buried deep. 
 
    The impact jarred Brannon, sending him spinning into the ocean. He hit hard and sank fast, but he swam with all his might back to the surface. 
 
    When he broke through the water, he found no sign of Witch Hazel. The storm had died down, and the whirlpool had closed. Now the ships, many of them still smoldering and heeling badly, gently spun around in a wide, slow circle. 
 
    “Prince overboard!” someone cried, and Brannon lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Moral Compass 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland turned the corner and froze, for there on the other side of the room, lying in a glowing green crib, was the Dark Lord reborn. 
 
    “Now’s your chance,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Murland turned and glanced at his friends, and he found the courage he needed. He walked slowly toward the crib, ready for a trap to be sprung at any moment. But nothing happened. No dark figures reached out from the shadows. No wards flared to life. And Zuul—he remained sleeping, but he did not look like Murland had imagined him. There were no horns, no glowing red eyes. Zuul was as cute a baby as Murland had ever seen, perhaps the cutest. And…he appeared to be a girl. 
 
    “Is that…is that a baby girl?” said Murland. 
 
    “Why, why, she don’t look evil at all,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “It’s an illusion,” said Sir Eldrick. “Do it, Murland.” 
 
    Murland blinked. He rubbed his eyes and felt for the presence of magic, but he could sense none. “Guys, I don’t think this is Zuul. I mean, it’s a girl.” 
 
    “It is an illusion, Murland,” Sir Eldrick repeated. “Kill him before he uses some other spell on us.” 
 
    Murland stood over the crib, brought the wand of Kazam to bear, and aimed it at the baby. He collected his power in his core, envisioned the deadly spell that he had learned from his book, and guided the energy into his wand. 
 
    But he could not strike. 
 
    “Murland…” said Sir Eldrick from behind him. 
 
    “Awe, but she just be a baby,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Not now, Gib,” Sir Eldrick hissed. 
 
    Murland wiped his sweaty forehead, focused on his energy and… 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, lowering his wand. 
 
    “What?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “I can’t. We don’t even know if this is really Zuul. What if it’s a decoy or something? If we kill her…” 
 
    “And what if it is Zuul? Murland, need I remind you that he killed millions?” 
 
    “I know, I know, but…queen’s sake, we can’t take the chance that this is a real human baby. I sense no magic at all, do you?” he said to Akitla. 
 
    “Only coming from you,” she said. 
 
    “Of course you can’t sense it,” said Sir Eldrick. “Zuul has powers beyond our comprehension. He is toying with your mind.” 
 
    “If he be so powerful, eh, then why don’t he do something to us, instead o’ pretendin’ to be a girl?” said Gibrig. 
 
    “And why would Hazel leave him here unattended?” said Murland. 
 
    “If you can’t do it, then step aside,” said Sir Eldrick as he unsheathed his fae blade. 
 
    “Eldrick, no!” cried Gibrig. 
 
    “Step aside, Gibrig!” 
 
    The baby stirred, and everyone froze and waited. But then she cooed, stuck her thumb in her mouth, and settled in again. Sir Eldrick turned a dangerous glare on Murland and Gibrig. 
 
    “I don’t know what spell has gotten ahold of you two, but this is what we came here to do.” 
 
    “But, she’s just a baby. It ain’t right,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Murland. “We cannot murder a baby, not knowing for sure if it is Zuul.” 
 
    “Really?” said Sir Eldrick. “And would you not smash the egg of Drak’Noir if you could go back in time to before she attacked Fallacetine? Even if there was a shadow of doubt, wouldn’t it be worth the risk? Look, I’m as pro-life as the next person, but this is different.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” said Murland. “We are not assassins, we are heroes. And heroes don’t kill babies on the assumption that they are someone else. It would be murder.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick shook his head. “You are mad, step aside!” 
 
    “No!” cried Gibrig, and the little girl’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “It’s awake!” said Willow, raising her club to strike, but not before Gibrig gave her a bump with his shield that sent her skidding across the floor. 
 
    “Sorry!” said the dwarf. 
 
    Sir Eldrick swung his fae blade, but Murland hit him with a spell that paralyzed him. 
 
    Akitla produced a long ice spear in a heartbeat and pointed it at Murland, glancing over at Sir Eldrick. 
 
    The baby began to cry. It wasn’t a wailing cry, but a soft, helpless kind of whimpering, like she was afraid. The sound broke Murland’s heart. 
 
    Akitla’s expression softened, and she began to lower her weapons. Murland reversed the spell he had put on Sir Eldrick, and the knight glared at him. 
 
    Murland hurriedly began casting another spell, one that was meant to put the subject in a deep trance-like sleep, and he unleashed it on the infant. The babe closed her eyes and gave a contented coo. 
 
    “We are going to bring this child before the council of high wizards,” said Murland. “They will be able to determine whether this is indeed Zuul.” 
 
    “Murland, my friend, I beseech you,” said Sir Eldrick. “We cannot in good conscience let this demon live.” 
 
    “I cannot let you kill her. Like I said, we are not assassins.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “If we kill babies,” said Gibrig, coming to stand beside Murland with his enchanted shield. “Then we are no better than the bad guys.” 
 
    “You are so naïve,” said Sir Eldrick. “The world isn’t black and white!” 
 
    “I am the one who is said to defeat Zuul,” said Murland. “Well, then if this is really him, I will be defeating him by bringing him before the council.” 
 
    “Then what do we do now? Try to smuggle the child all the way to the College of Kazam?” 
 
    “Not the college. We’re going to bring him right to Azkatraz.” 
 
    “And how do you expect to do that?” 
 
    “With a little help from a friend,” said Murland, and he raised a small gem to his lips. “Ravenwing, I need your help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Murland and the others stood waiting by the rocky coast. 
 
    “She said that she would be here, just relax,” said Murland. 
 
    Sir Eldrick paced the rocky shore of Dark Island, glancing back at the Twisted Tower every other second. 
 
    “This is lunacy,” he said for the hundredth time. 
 
    Murland held the sack, holding the swaddled baby like a suitcase. She was still asleep, and Murland knew that the spell he had cast was strong. But was it strong enough? Surely if this was Zuul, he wouldn’t have allowed himself to be cast upon. 
 
    “Look!” said Akitla, pointing west. 
 
    Murland squinted to see what she was pointing at, and he caught a shimmering glimpse of something far out over the water. Suddenly the small sparkle flared to life, and an elliptical portal opened up. 
 
    “It’s a bird!” said Willow. 
 
    “It be a dragon!” said Gibrig. 
 
    “No, it’s Ravenwing.” Murland raced to the edge of the shore as the sorceress soared over the water on wings of black. 
 
    “You called?” she said, eyeing the Twisted Tower warily and landing. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” said Murland. “Witch Hazel could return at any moment. Please, I need you to whoosh us to Azkatraz Island.” 
 
    Ravenwing laughed. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Ravenwing, looking disappointed. “When you said that you needed me, I thought that you meant…Anyway, let me get this straight. You want me, a wanted sorceress pirate, to voluntarily teleport myself to Azkatraz?” She glanced at the bundle. “Why?” 
 
    Murland glanced at the others, wondering if they could trust her. Sir Eldrick slowly shook his head. “Because…Someone is trying to kill Kazimir’s body, and I have important news to tell the high council.” 
 
    “So scry them.” 
 
    “I can’t. I have to tell them this in person.” 
 
    Ravenwing eyed the bundle again. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    Murland shrugged. “Spell ingredients.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Murland sighed. “Fine,” he said, and he opened the sack. 
 
    “What’s with the baby?” she said, seemingly intrigued. 
 
    “She’s—” Murland began, but Sir Eldrick promptly cut him off. 
 
    “Do you sense any magic coming from the babe?” 
 
    Murland wanted to know the truth as bad as any of them, and he offered Ravenwing the bundle. She didn’t take it, but extended her hand and closed her eyes. 
 
    “None,” she said at length. “Why?” 
 
    “We think it might be Zuul,” said Willow. 
 
    “We told Murland we should kill it, but he refuses,” Sir Eldrick added. 
 
    “I’ve got it subdued, whatever it is. But I still want to bring it to Azkatraz to be tested. Please, I have to get her to Azkatraz before Witch Hazel returns.” 
 
    “Are you guys out of your mind?” she said, looking at each of them as though they were indeed bonkers. “You were going to kill a baby girl because you thought she was Zuul??” 
 
    “Don’t get too worked up, lady, it still could be Zuul.,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “You say that you’re wanted?” said Murland, trying another angle. “Well then, imagine how forgiving the high council will feel if you deliver an innocent baby to them, one that was kidnapped by Hazel herself. Better yet, if this baby turns out to be Zuul, I daresay that they’d give you a pardon.” 
 
    Ravenwing considered that, and she appeared to be intrigued. “Go on.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them that it would have been impossible without your help. I have a lot of pull with the council now, you know, and I will demand that they pardon you of your supposed crimes.” 
 
    She pondered the offer, and at length she nodded. “Alright then, you crazy bastard. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Murland breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” he said and glanced at the others. “You guys with me on this?” 
 
    Sir Eldrick shook his head, though he smiled. “I still think you’re crazy, but what choice do we have? We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “What about Brannon and the fleet? Witch Hazel went after ‘em near on an hour ago,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “They’re on their own for now, buddy,” said Murland. “But once this is all said and done, we’ll find Brannon. I promise.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” said Willow. 
 
    “Almost there…” said Ravenwing, waving her hands around and murmuring an intricate spell. “Wait, something isn’t right.” She studied Murland, and then Sir Eldrick. “Is that…are you in possession of wizard bane?” 
 
    “Yeah, we needed it to break into the tower.” 
 
    Ravenwing took three strides backward, eyeing Murland warily. “You’ve got to get rid of it. I cannot teleport someone carrying wizard bane.” 
 
    Murland glanced at Sir Eldrick, and the knight reluctantly shouldered off the quiver and buried it under some rocks. “Could come in handy someday,” he said when the others looked to him quizzically. 
 
    “Okay,” said Ravenwing, stepping forward once more. “Join hands.” 
 
    The companions clasped hands, and Murland took Ravenwing’s. His body began to tingle all over, and suddenly there was a loud whoosh. Murland felt himself being pulled along by an impossibly powerful force, and he feared that he might be ripped apart by the spell. Streaking colors sped by, and the incredible whooshing sound intensified until it whistled like a boiling kettle. When he thought that surely he couldn’t take anymore, he suddenly came to a stop. 
 
    Murland blinked and was relieved to see that everyone had made it in one piece. He glanced around dizzily, and his mind screamed a warning. They were on the deck of a ship…a pirate ship! 
 
    “It’s a trap!” cried Sir Eldrick, and his fae blade sang from its sheath. 
 
    Murland went for his wand, but the clever Ravenwing had whooshed them right onto a net. Someone barked an order, and the net sprang upward, bringing the companions with it and hoisting them ten feet into the air. Sir Eldrick sliced the netting and fell through. He landed on his feet and cocked back to strike the closest pirate, but Ravenwing was there with her glowing wand, and she hit him with a spell that left him paralyzed and standing in mid-strike. 
 
    “You, backstabbing, bitch,” he struggled to say. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” came a voice that Murland remembered all too well. 
 
    Murland watched through the ropes as Captain B Ripps strode down the steps from the poop deck. He unsheathed his sword and put it to Sir Eldrick’s neck. “You know the drill,” he said with a grin. “You make one move and the knight bites it.” 
 
    “Ravenwing…why?” said Murland, trying to buy them time and think of something. 
 
    “The nannywiggins sold us out to Ripps,” said Willow. 
 
    “I can see that,” said Murland. 
 
    “Drop your weapons,” said Captain Ripps. 
 
    “You should just do what he says, Murland,” said Ravenwing. “You have no chance of escape.” 
 
    “We can’t be droppin’ nothin’ while we be in this nettin’,” said Gibrig apologetically. 
 
    Captain Ripps nodded to the men manning the ropes. “One wrong move, and the knight gets it.” 
 
    The net was unceremoniously dropped, and the companions hit the deck with a thud that left the baby screaming. 
 
    “What in the seven hells is that?” said Ripps, pressing the blade to Sir Eldrick’s neck. 
 
    “That is baby Zuul,” said Ravenwing, and she shot a spell at the bundle. 
 
    Murland jumped, surprised by the sudden spell, but then he gasped and dropped the bundle. For the baby had changed. Gone were the rosy cheeks, the tussle of light hair, and the innocent cooing. They were replaced by glowing red eyes, pointed teeth, hooved feet, and an ear-piercing cry. 
 
    Ravenwing hit the bundle with another spell, instantly silencing the Dark Lord, and with another casting, she pulled the bundle into her arms. 
 
    “It really was Zuul,” said Murland, horrified. 
 
    “Godsdammit, man, I told you!” Sir Eldrick screamed out of the corner of his frozen mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you know how to detect and unravel an illusion?” said Ravenwing, shaking her head at Murland in disappointment. 
 
    “You’ve got to let me kill him,” said Murland. 
 
    “You had your chance, wonder boy, and you blew it.” 
 
    “You’re going to keep him alive? But why?” 
 
    “Why do you think? For power. Not to mention the bounty on all of your heads. It was a toss-up between Captain Ripps and Lyricon, but in the end the captain threw in a percentage of the fust trade, and, well, how could a girl resist? Now, drop your weapons, or your drunken friend has had his last drink.” 
 
    The companions looked to Murland. 
 
    “Ravenwing, you don’t understand how dangerous Zuul is.” 
 
    “Apparently you don’t, or else you would have killed him when you had the chance.” 
 
    “Kill…him,” Sir Eldrick struggled to say against the effects of the paralysis spell. 
 
    “You try anything, I swear by the bloody gods that he will die here and now,” Ripps warned. 
 
    Murland nodded at the others and dropped his wand. Willow gave a sigh and tossed her club aside, and Gibrig let go of his golden shield, which hit the deck and broke through the wood as though it were paper and stuck halfway. 
 
    Ravenwing immediately extended her hand and pulled the wand of Kazam toward her and caught it deftly. She marveled over it for a moment before pocketing it with a disapproving headshake at Murland. “You know, you shouldn’t have given up so easily. Disappointing, really.” 
 
    “Ravenwing, please…” 
 
    Zuul was whimpering, and a tiny, veiny little hand grabbed ahold of Ravenwing’s dark hair and pulled. 
 
    “Mamma?” he said weakly, in a frail, sick little voice. 
 
    “What do you feed this thing?” she asked Murland. 
 
    “Boobies!” Zuul cried, fingers grasping desperately. 
 
    “Uh, gross,” said Ravenwing, and she cast a spell on him that left him snoring softly. 
 
    Captain Ripps tossed Ravenwing a sack of coins. “That is the agreed upon price.” 
 
    Ravenwing stowed it away as well and tucked Zuul under her arm. “Well, it looks like we are done here.” 
 
    “Just like that, eh?” said Murland. 
 
    “That’s business, kid. But, I tell you what. I’ll do you one favor, just because I like you. Turn around.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do what she says,” said Ripps. 
 
    Murland turned around, and was surprised when a spell hit him in the rear end. He jumped, reached back, and realized that his tail was gone. Embarrassed and enraged, he turned to glare at the sorceress. 
 
    “See ya!” she said, saluting him, and with that she whooshed out of existence, and with her went the Dark Lord reborn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The Fall of the Twisted Tower 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon awoke to find himself lying in a bed. Beside him, an elven healer had his back to him, but looked to be concocting one potion or another. 
 
    “Where are we?” Brannon said weakly. 
 
    The healer turned around, and his ears perked to see his patient awake. “Ah, you are awake. This is good.” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “We are sailing east I believe. The witch has been defeated. We won.” 
 
    “What!” Brannon leapt out of bed against the protests of the healer and marched up to the deck. He swooned at the top of the stairs and grabbed ahold of the rail. It was nighttime, and judging by the stars, they were indeed headed east. 
 
    “Sire, you are awake…” one of the generals began. 
 
    “Kirkon, why in the hells are we headed in the opposite direction of the Twisted Tower?” 
 
    “Sire, we took heavy casualties. Twenty ships were sunk, and twenty more badly damaged. The death toll is not yet known, but I fear it will be in the hundreds.” 
 
    “Turn the fleet around,” said Brannon, marching to the bow. “Turn this ship around!” he ordered the wheelman. 
 
    “But, Sire,” said the general. 
 
    “I came here to kill the witch and destroy the tower. Now what can you tell me of Hazel? Is she dead?” 
 
    “We do not know…” 
 
    Brannon kicked a nearby barrel and swore, hopping on one foot. 
 
    “After your valiant charge, she disappeared into the ocean,” General Kirkon went on. 
 
    “Put out the command. I want every able-bodied seaman and every ship that can still float heading west in five godsdamned seconds. Tell the others to continue to Halala. The Twisted Tower is mine, and I shall see it burn this night.” 
 
    “You heard it here first-first,” said Rye-Rye as Tuck slowly hovered backward with the crystal to pan out. “After an incredible show-show of floral magic-magic, Brannon the Brave-Brave has set a new course-course for the hated tower. Tell-tell, Prince of Halala. Do you think-think that the witch-witch survived?” 
 
    Brannon looked to the crystal pointed at him and self-consciously touched his single braid. “What? Uh, I do not know,” he said, getting closer and peering into the crystal. “But if she is still out there, I hope that she is watching, for Brannon the Brave is coming, and he will not be stopped!” 
 
    Rye-Rye whistled as the camera turned to her. “Stay tuned-tuned for more explosive boom-boom action on the North-North Sea.” 
 
    Tuck gave the A-Okay sign and Rye-Rye gave a tired sigh. 
 
    “Were we just live?” Brannon asked. “What did I tell you about filming live?” 
 
    “Sorry, orders from the top-top.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The big-big cheese, who you think-think? Ratings are through the roof-roof. We’ve even got some peeps tuning in from west of the Wide-Wide Wall. You’re a star-star.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that everyone saw me fighting the witch?” 
 
    Rye-Rye nodded happily. 
 
    “Oh,” said Brannon, not minding that one bit. “Well, give me some warning the next time. I must look like I just came out of the ass of a sea monster.” 
 
    “No-No, you look fierce-fierce, like hardened warrior hero-hero!” 
 
    Brannon thought of Val then, wishing that his beloved could have seen him battling the witch. Thinking back on it, Brannon was shocked at what he had done. Never had he forced anything to grow so large, and he had never before thought to create a vine monster. 
 
    “Let my father suck on that one,” he said to himself. 
 
    “What-What?” said Rye-Rye. 
 
    “Uh, nothing, never mind,” said Brannon. “You just remember what I said. No live feed unless I give the say-so.” 
 
    “Aye-Aye, Cap-Cap!” said Rye-Rye, ending her solute with a middle finger. 
 
    Brannon didn’t notice it, however. He stood at the helm watching as the fleet turned west. A smaller percentage of beaten and battered ships continued toward Halala. Many had died, but they would be remembered as heroes. 
 
    But what does it matter? Brannon wondered. Dead is dead, like my poor Valkimir. 
 
    He set his sights on the western horizon, burying his rage and sorrow until it was needed. He was eager to create another vine monster, and he needed all the energy that he could muster. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Darklings,” Witch Hazel croaked. 
 
    She floated on her back in the dark ocean, holding her side. Blood pooled around her. The anti-magic of the wizard bane coursed through her veins, sapping every ounce of strength that she had. Brannon’s dagger had sunk deep, and she knew that it had pierced her liver, which only poisoned her blood faster. 
 
    “Darklings,” she said again, trying hard to hold a mental picture of them in her mind. She reached out to them with the last ounce of magic that she had left in her. 
 
    She knew that it was futile, calling their names like that, for the creatures could not tolerate being in or above water for too long. There was one who could, of course, but Hazel had no delusions that Kazimir would help her now. 
 
    “I have always said to people that I will show up when they least expect, and most need me.” 
 
    Hazel strained to look to where the voice had come, unbelieving of what she heard. Surely it was a hallucination. 
 
    “Kaz?” she whispered as he came into view, floating above the ocean. 
 
    “Yes, it is me, and no, you are not hallucinating,” he said, looking her over with disappointment. 
 
    “Kaz, my darling, you came for me.” 
 
    “Darling my ass,” he said with a scoff. “You have been trying to kill my body for weeks!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kaz. It was the power of Zuul. I wasn’t in my right mind.” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm. And now, lying half dead in the ocean, you are in your right mind?” 
 
    “Help me, and I will free your body from Azkatraz. And I will return your spirit.” 
 
    “Don’t beg, Hazel. It doesn’t become you, and frankly, it’s a real turn-off. What in the hells have you done to yourself? You look like a horned prostitute.” 
 
    Hazel’s eyes fluttered, and she fought to stay conscious. “Kaz…” She reached out a hand and passed out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kazimir stared at Hazel, wondering what he should do. She had been trying to kill his body after all, and with her gone, he would have the power of Zuul all to himself. All he needed to do was get the foolish champions to free his body, and he would be back in business. 
 
    Hazel was a liability. She was a weakness. 
 
    But she was also the love of his life… 
 
    Kazimir bent his hooded, darkling head and shook it. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Kazimir. Let her go and be done with it, you two are toxic to each other.” 
 
    He tried to convince himself to leave her, but he couldn’t turn away. He had been joking about her looks. For aside from the horns and the scanty leather outfit, she looked just like she had back in his days at wizarding school. 
 
    Where had they gone wrong? he wondered. And for the first time in years, he thought about the child they lost. 
 
    If Kazimir were in his human body, he thought that surely he might shed a tear, and the thought made him angry. He was a fool to indulge his emotions, still… 
 
    With a sigh, Kazimir took up Hazel in his wispy, darkling arms. 
 
    “You’ll be the death of me yet,” he said to his sleeping beauty before flying through the veil separating the world of the living from that of the dead. 
 
    He took a shortcut through the nether to the Twisted Tower and was shocked to find the fortress under attack from the elven armada. Kazimir had come through with Hazel into the main room high at the top of the tower, and where there had once been a lone window, a gaping hole ten feet wide stood in its place. Cannonballs struck the tower, shaking it down to the core. Blue blasts sent sparks of wizard bane flying in all directions, and when an ember hit Kazimir’s shadowy robes, it burned straight through. 
 
    “That little royal pain in the ass,” said Kazimir, and he flew with Hazel out of the gaping hole and into the air, high above the destruction. 
 
    More than fifty ships surrounded Dark Island, and from them flew blue glowing harpoons, arrows, and cannons. The projectiles bombarded the tower with wizard bane, utterly destroying the dozens of wards that had been set about the place. Kazimir had never seen so much of the hated bane, and at that moment, he knew true fear. 
 
    Far below, Kazimir caught sight of a huge green beast hurtling enormous blocks of fallen stone back at the tower, and upon closer inspection, he saw Brannon housed in the vine monster’s center. 
 
    “These champions are starting to really get on my nerves,” he told the sleeping Hazel. 
 
    He thought about flying down and ripping Brannon’s soul out of his chest as he had threatened before, but Hazel was fading quickly, and Kazimir had no time. With one last glare at the prince, he turned and flew through the veil once more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon lifted another two-ton slab with his powerful vine hands and hurled it at the tower. A satisfying crash issued, and a large section of the base gave out. The nearby ships hit the tower with another bombardment of cannons that buckled it at the center and caused a chain reaction. The upper portion of the tower collapsed onto the lower portion, which sent the entire structure pancaking in on itself until it disappeared in a cloud of dust. 
 
    The hot smoke and debris washed over Brannon, and nothing had ever smelled sweeter. He blinked sleepily and staggered before collapsing backward. The vine monster that housed him broke the fall, and he lay there, staring up at the rising smoke. He remained there for a time, crying and thinking about Valkimir. Now that he had had his revenge, an emptiness filled him, one that had previously been filled with rage. He wanted another enemy to lash out against, anything that would take away the sorrow that suffocated him. 
 
    At length, he commanded some of the vines to ferry him across the water to his ship, and there the general waited for him. 
 
    “Sire, there is no sign of the champions, Zuul, or Hazel on Dark Island,” said his general. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, the domini all agree.” 
 
    Where did they go? Brannon wondered. If they made it inside the tower, surely they killed Zuul, for that had been the plan. 
 
    “Inform Somnium Dominus Weaver that I want him to start looking for the other champions in the dream world. I’ve got a bad feeling that something terrible happened to them.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    Brannon turned from the smoldering rubble and noticed Rye-Rye and the camera pixie. They were waiting with bated breath for the go-ahead. 
 
    “I don’t want to do an interview right now,” he told them. He was dead tired from the floral magic, and wanted nothing more than to drink a fifth of dwarven rum and go to sleep. 
 
    “Can we go-go live then?” asked Rye-Rye, practically begging. “The viewers are dying to know what happened.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Brannon left the two pixarazzi to their craft and disappeared belowdeck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Regarding Insults Properly Performed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland was awakened by a splash of cold water. He came to thrashing against chains and gasping for breath. 
 
    “Caressa!” he cried. 
 
    “Sorry, lad, there ain’t no princess here,” came the voice of Captain Ripps. 
 
    “Ye alright, Murland?” said Gibrig, who hung beside him in the small cell. 
 
    Sir Eldrick, Akitla, and Willow hung beside him, and they too looked to have been awakened with a bucket of water. 
 
    “I’m alright, Gib,” said Murland, taking a count of the captain’s goons. Surprisingly, there seemed to be only two of them. One was a tall, wart-covered troll who had to bend at the waist just to fit in the cramped hallway outside the cell. The other was the rogue wizard Murland had once faced in the cave by the sea, before the group had been forced to venture into the city of mole men. 
 
    The captain walked down the line, stopping before Akitla. “Well, hello. I don’t remember you.” 
 
    “Ripps,” said Sir Eldrick in a controlled, even tone. “I swear by every god that has ever existed, and even those that didn’t; if you harm one hair on her head—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you will string me up by my bowels,” said the captain, feigning fear and throwing up jazz hands. He grinned at Sir Eldrick, reached out, and plucked a long dark strand from Akitla’s head. He ogled Sir Eldrick and put the hair in his mouth before slurping it down like pasta. 
 
    He suddenly gagged and punched himself in the chest. 
 
    “That’s what you get, you freak!” said Akitla. 
 
    Captain Ripps coughed and hacked, and Willow laughed. “Choke on that, you old pervert!” 
 
    “Silence!” said the captain as he finally swallowed down the hair and turned to them, red-faced. “You all think you’re so godsdamned special, don’t you?” 
 
    Akitla and Willow laughed, and the captain pointed a shaking finger at the ogre. 
 
    “Laugh it up, fatty. Because it is the last laugh that you will ever have.” 
 
    “If I have the last laugh, don’t that mean that I’ll win?” said Willow, looking confused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know, like the saying. ‘She who has the last laugh’ and so forth.” 
 
    “No, moron, I mean you’ll be dead!” 
 
    “Oh,” said Willow. 
 
    “Do you idiots know how much money you cost me?” said Ripps, pacing the line and glowering at them all. “For twenty years the dippies happily caught me pixies, and my fust was known throughout the land as the best. It was even certified organic!” 
 
    “You are a slave trader and a drug dealer,” said Sir Eldrick. “Sorry if we don’t weep over your losses.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Slur Sirsalot, or you will share Willow’s fate. The rest of you, I will sell to Lyricon. That will at least help to gain back some of the losses that you have caused. But Willow…” He turned to her and grinned the most devilish of grins. “She will serve me until the end of her days.” 
 
    “Ye bastard!” Gibrig suddenly screamed, surprising not only the captain, but the companions and even himself. 
 
    “Ah! Some spirit,” said Captain Ripps. “It is good to see. But I fear Lyricon will cure you of that. I had thought to kill you all, you know; have you walk the plank in shark-infested waters. But then I thought better of the idea. And as fun as that would have been, I think that I will enjoy receiving the bounty on your heads much more.” 
 
    He turned and nodded to his dark wizard. 
 
    The wizard pulled a wand from the dark folds of his long robe and, grinning, pointed it at Murland. 
 
    “But alas,” said Ripps. “Atlas is in Vhalovia, and will not be coming up north for the tour for another two weeks. I dare say that we have some time to kill.” 
 
    He nodded again to the wizard, and from the wand came a dark beam of writhing black energy that hit Murland in the chest. His nerves screamed and his body went rigid as pain consumed him. 
 
    Murland wet himself and whimpered when the spell mercifully ended, but then he saw that the wand was turning on Gibrig. He screamed a curse at the wizard that was drowned out by Gibrig’s cries of anguish. 
 
    “Dad?” said Akitla with a voice laced in fear as the spell afflicting Gibrig turned to Willow, who was on the ice elf’s left. 
 
    “Stay strong,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    They all got a taste of the wizard’s spell of pain, and the captain grinned at them all. “What, no cocky comebacks?” he said, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    “Your mother screws goats,” said Willow as her body shuddered from the effects of the spell. 
 
    The companions all laughed weakly. 
 
    “Ye be a…a…” Gibrig strained to think of something mean to say. “Ye be a no-good, rotten, low-down p-p-panty sniffer!” 
 
    The group erupted in maniacal laughter then, and Gibrig, teary-eyed and shaking, smiled shyly at the captain. 
 
    “What I be, my tall friend, is Captain B Ripps. Do you know what the R-I-P-P stands for? Rest in peace-peace. The name was given to me by the pixies of the first Dippy Revolution. Do you know why?” he asked, glancing at them all. “Because I killed ev—” 
 
    “Ripps means ‘rest in puss pockets,’” said Willow, to the amusement of her chained comrades. 
 
    “Shut up!” the captain roared, but the group only laughed harder. 
 
    “No,” said Akitla. “It means ‘rotten imbecile pulling peckers.’” 
 
    “Silence them!” the captain commanded his dark wizard. 
 
    The wizard hit Akitla with an agony spell, and Murland picked up where she left off, trying to take the attention off her. 
 
    “Regurgitated insect puke picker!” 
 
    The beam of pain turned on him, and he tried to turn his screams of agony into laughter. 
 
    “Really inbred pipe puffer!” yelled Sir Eldrick, and he took the brunt of the wizard’s wrath. 
 
    “Rabid icky panty pilferer!” said Willow. 
 
    “Rude, inconsiderate, pirate…er, papa!” said Gibrig before the beam fell upon him. 
 
    “Resting in pungent poonanny!” Willow screamed. 
 
    “Hit them all!” yelled the captain, and the wizard turned the one beam into five. 
 
    The companions screamed and writhed in their chains for a full two minutes before the captain told his minion to end the spell. 
 
    “Have anything more to say?” he asked. 
 
    The companions all remained silent. 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” Captain Ripps straightened his blouse and turned up his collar. “I will be in my quarters counting money. Give them a taste every five minutes…and do not let them sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kazimir wiped Hazel’s forehead with a damp cloth as she slowly roused. She blinked at him with long lashes caked with makeup, most of which had run down the sides of her face to create a strangely attractive look. 
 
    “You’re a hot mess,” he said. 
 
    “And you’re still a flirt,” she said dreamily. 
 
    “No, really,” said Kazimir, pulling the thermometer from her mouth. “You’re running hot, and you’re a damned mess.” 
 
    Hazel tried to sit up, but her eyes suddenly shot wide open and she gave a stifled groan. 
 
    “You’ve been stabbed in the liver by a blade laced with wizard bane. I wouldn’t try getting up just yet,” said Kazimir. 
 
    She glanced around, and recognition sparkled in her green eyes. “You brought me home…but what about the Twisted—” 
 
    “It has been destroyed by that impetuous little shit, Brannon Woodheart.” 
 
    “Destroyed?” 
 
    Kazimir nodded and clicked the small crystal beside the bed, aiming it at the wall. A seeing crystal mounted behind them suddenly flared to life, and the voice of Rye-Rye Oceancrest filled the room. 
 
    “…here at the scene-scene of the fight-fight, where only hours ago-go, Brannon Woodheart and his fleet-fleet of elven ships laid low-low the Twisted Tower. But-but,” said the fairy on the wall as she pointed a tiny finger to the sky, “conspiracy theory-theories have already begun to clog-clog the fairy beams. With me is conspiracy theory theorist, Jalex Owns-Owns.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rye-Rye,” said the wild-eyed and balding man beside her as he turned to the seeing crystal. “Let me show you a couple of clips. This first one is of the fairy palace being demolished two years ago to make way for a new one.” 
 
    On the wall, the scene switched to a sparkling palace being razed to the ground. 
 
    “And this next one,” Jalex went on, “is Castle Pyke, taken down only three months ago by a controlled wizard spell.” 
 
    In this clip, the castle pancaked like the fairy palace. 
 
    “Now, this is the clip of the Twisted Tower.” The tower pancaked into itself, and Jalex’s eyebrow shot up as he turned to the camera. “Look familiar? If you watch all three together, you will see an eerie similarity.” 
 
    Kazimir glanced at Hazel as the three clips played side by side. 
 
    “What are you saying-saying?” Rye-Rye asked. 
 
    “What I’m saying, is that the Twisted Tower was an inside job!” said Jalex. 
 
    Rye-Rye acted shocked, slapping his hands to his cheeks. 
 
    “You get the idea,” said Kazimir, grabbing the small crystal. 
 
    “Wait!” said Hazel. 
 
    “Watch the footage of the destruction of the twisted tower closely,” said Jalex. “You will see a small spark…there!” he said, pointing as the frame froze. 
 
    Kazimir looked closer, noticing that it was indeed he and Hazel slipping through the veil. 
 
    “Right before the tower comes down, this strange…dare I say magical streak appears,” Jalex went on. 
 
    “So-So, what are you saying-saying?” Rye-Rye asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that Witch Hazel never existed. Zuul never existed. And the high council and the leaders of our kingdoms are behind it all.” Rye-Rye smiled kindly at the man and began to speak, but Jalex grabbed the speaking crystal and began yelling, “Seven seventy-six! Seven seventy-six! The powers that be cannot keep us in line unless there is a common enemy to distract us from their greed, their tyranny, their endless fallacy! Open your minds, sheeple!” 
 
    “Thank you, Jalex Owns-Owns,” said Rye-Rye, swiping the speaking crystal away. 
 
    “The Twisted Tower was an inside job!” Jalex howled in the background. 
 
    Rye-Rye plugged one ear as the elven guard upon the ship tried to wrestle the madman away. “You heard it here-here first-first,” said Rye-Rye. “The Twisted Tower-Tower was an inside job-job! With Fairy Vision, I’m Rye-Rye Oceancre—” 
 
    Kazimir clicked off the projection and chuckled. “What a bunch of morons.” 
 
    “Kaz,” said Hazel weakly. “What has become of Zuul?” 
 
    “He’s fine. A second-rate sorceress named Ravenwing has her. He is safe for now.” 
 
    “Thank the devils.” 
 
    “You rest up. I’ve administered a potion that I found in one of your books.” 
 
    “Was it bound in moss?” she said fearfully, clutching his arm. 
 
    “What? No, it is the silver-trimmed one with the seven-horned stag on the cover.” 
 
    “Thank the gods.” She lay back. “I was quite drunk when I wrote the other one. It is for thieves. All the potions do something horrible.” 
 
    “Rest assured,” he said, stroking her cheek. “I was thorough.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kaz. But what do we do now?” 
 
    “You must rest. And then we can rescue my body from Azkatraz Prison.” 
 
    “What? But what about Zuul? Surely—” 
 
    “Our first priority is freeing me from this godsforsaken darkling curse. Once I am back in my true form, we shall take back Zuul and make everyone who ever crossed us regret the day they were conceived. Starting with the fools of the dragon.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful, Kaz.” 
 
    “I know. Rest now, Haze. Let the healing take its course. Kazimir will take care of everything.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Dominus Fever 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon slapped away the hand of his healer. “King’s sake, elf! I’m trying to sleep,” he said annoyedly. 
 
    “Sire,” said the healer, who went by the name of Averick. “You are on the verge of Dominus Fever. Your temperature is through the roof. Your tongue is black, and your eyes, nose, and ears are bleeding…not to mention other orifices.” 
 
    “Dominus Fever?” said Brannon, knowing that if one with the affliction did not instantly stop performing his magical craft, they would die. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “But like I said, you are on the verge. I have administered medicines that will help you, and there are many domini who can help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Brannon as he tried to sit up. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that right now.” 
 
    “You’re not me,” said Brannon, clutching the elf’s robes. “Help me to stand!” 
 
    The general suddenly burst in the door. “Sire, Somnium Dominus Weaver is here to see you.” 
 
    “Let him in,” said Brannon, settling on the edge of the bed and waving off his frowning healer. 
 
    Averick left the room as Weaver entered. 
 
    “Good morning, Sire,” said the old silver-haired elf, blind eyes settling slightly to the left of Brannon. 
 
    “Have you found them?” said Brannon. 
 
    “Yes, Sire, just a few minutes ago I found the champions in the dream world. They have been captured by one Captain B Ripps, and are now sailing east toward Icebite.” 
 
    “Dammit. That is nearly five hundred miles from here,” said Brannon, turning to his general. “Tell the captains of the three fastest ships to prepare to sail to Icebite, and have the others return to Halala. I want the most powerful domini that we have on those three ships in ten minutes.” 
 
    “As you wish, Sire,” said the general, turning on his heel and leaving. 
 
    “Would you like a drink, Weaver?” said Brannon, moving to the bar stiffly. 
 
    “I drink alone,” said the blind man. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes, with nobody else.” 
 
    “But, why?” 
 
    “Because, when I drink alone, I prefer to be by myself.” 
 
    Brannon shrugged, though he knew the gesture was lost to the blind elf. “So, did you speak with Murland?” 
 
    “No, it was a miracle that I saw him when I did. How to explain…” said Weaver. He tapped his chin. “The dream world is nothing like the waking world. Imagine, if you will, an ocean full of stars. Non-somnium domini cannot see outside of their own stars, and so they are not aware of the ocean around them, that space between dreams. But I can go outside of my star. I can swim the ocean of dreams, peering into whichever star I choose. Murland’s star shone briefly, and I suspect that his captors are using sleep deprivation, for his dream star was dark and faded quickly.” 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” said Brannon, pacing. 
 
    “Murland?” 
 
    “No, Captain Ripps. I want you to find the captain’s star, and I want you to create a nightmare from which he cannot wake, one in which he is being torn apart by a monster of writhing vines.” 
 
    “Sire…” 
 
    “Speak your mind.” 
 
    “I have sworn a pact as a somnium dominus, and it is one of non-harm.” 
 
    “It’s just a nightmare, you won’t really be harming him.” 
 
    “Creating nightmares is a form of torture, and I cannot—” 
 
    “Don’t you even begin to lecture me on the somnium opposition to torture. When my father was trying to cure me of my love for others of the same sex, he ordered the somnium domini to torture me with nightmares, and I still have them to this day. And if you could do it on my father’s orders, then you can do it on mine.” 
 
    Weaver looked to have more to say. Instead, he respectfully bowed his head. “As you wish, Sire. I will prepare.” 
 
    Brannon poured himself another drink, shaking from the memories of the dreams that the somnium domini had forced him to endure. 
 
    “Sire,” said the general as he came to the doorway. “The ships are ready, and the fastest awaits you.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” said Brannon, turning to hide his eyes. He shot back the dwarven whiskey, noticed his nose had started bleeding again…and broke down crying. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kazimir floated beside Hazel, anxiously waiting for her crystal ball to begin working. Without his body, he could not perform the magic of a wizard. He was stuck with the strange powers of a darkling, which included excellent night vision, the ability to walk between the veil, and the power to rip out and devour souls, among others. And as fun as all those things were, they did not help any in locating Ravenwing or the tiny Dark Lord. For that, he needed Hazel. 
 
    “Stop pacing,” she said annoyedly. 
 
    “I’m not pacing, I’m floating back and forth.” 
 
    “Just stop hovering over my shoulder.” 
 
    They had been at it for hours, but Hazel seemed to be no closer to getting the crystal ball to work than she was when she began. Kazimir was beginning to think that they were wasting their time—perhaps the tainted dagger had taken her magic for good. He moved to the window of the hovel that looked out over the misty marsh. Hazel’s hut was in the deep south of Fire Swamp, near the ocean. It was a place where a witch might practice her craft in piece, and it offered abundant spell ingredients as well. Kazimir had always hated the swamp, a fact that had caused more than one argument for the young couple. He thought back on those days with a smile and, nearly laughing, glanced back at Hazel. Sick from the wizard bane poisoning as she was, she still looked every bit as beautiful as she had when they met. For a time, they had been happy. Together they had been a force to be reckoned with. But Kazimir had always felt like Hazel was holding him back. It was no secret that he was more powerful than her, for he was more powerful than any wizard or witch alive. And he knew that deep down she had always been jealous. That seemed to be apparent in her trying to kill his body once she got a taste of the power of Zuul. How quickly she had forgotten the love that she now professed once she had gained an upper hand. 
 
    Of course, the power of Zuul was known to corrupt. 
 
    Kazimir had dealt with that himself in the beginning. But unlike Hazel, and surely Ravenwing, Kazimir did not easily become consumed with the thought of absolute power. He had not killed Zuul when he had the chance, this was true, but his reasons had been academic. What a waste it would be to destroy the Dark Lord without first learning the secret of his power. It was a mistake that Allan Kazam had made, and it was a mistake that the high wizards had tried to make, but Kazimir was no fool. Zuul was weak, and there was still time to safely learn his secrets. But not for long, Kazimir reminded himself. For Zuul was growing much faster than a normal child, at least twelve times as fast. Kazimir had determined this the first month after the witch birthed him, a month in which Zuul had grown from a newborn to the size of a one-year-old. In less than two years, Zuul would be full grown, and his true power would be realized. That, of course, could not be allowed to happen. 
 
    “Kaz!” Hazel yelled. 
 
    He floated over to her and smiled. The crystal ball glowed with the faint twinkle of magic. 
 
    “Well it’s about time. I thought you had lost your touch.” 
 
    “Screw you,” she said. She began waving her hands over the crystal ball and chanting. 
 
    Kazimir watched with growing anticipation as slowly, a scene began to come together in the swirling mist. 
 
    “There,” said Hazel victoriously. But to her dismay, the image became clear, and the view zoomed in on a scarecrow with an erect middle finger. 
 
    Kazimir couldn’t help but laugh, and Hazel offered him a withering glare as the crystal ball went out. “What?” he said. “It was funny. Look at the bright side, at least your magic is returning.” 
 
    “It isn’t returning fast enough. You don’t know what it’s like, and your teasing doesn’t—” 
 
    “I don’t know what it’s like?” he said, darkling arms spread wide. “Believe me, sister, I know all too well what you are going through. I have been turned into a frigging darkling, and my body lies half dead in frigging Azkatraz. Do you see me throwing a fit?” 
 
    “You’re such a dick!” 
 
    “I know, you used to remind me all the time.” 
 
    “Screw this!” she said, feebly trying to get to her feet. 
 
    “What are you doing now?” 
 
    “Don’t talk down to me. Don’t you dare.” She lost her balance and fell hard, and as Kazimir moved to help her, she swiped at him, crying, “Get away from me!” 
 
    “Zuul’s sake, Hazel, that time of the month or what? I mean, I understand reversing your age, but why in the hell would you want to have your period again?” 
 
    “You’re such a pig.” 
 
    “At least I’m not an insufferable nag.” 
 
    “Nag? Nag! You piss and moan more than anyone I have ever met!” 
 
    “Oh yeah? I think you’ve forgotten your mother then.” 
 
    “Don’t. You. Dare…” 
 
    “Oh, I dare. She was the biggest bitch I have ever met, and you are really starting to remind me of her again.” 
 
    Hazel leapt from the floor and flew straight through Kazimir, knocking over the crystal ball and crashing into the wall. Kazimir laughed, and in her fury, Hazel shot a spell at him from the palm of her hand. The spell went through him and burned a large hole in the wall as it shot through. 
 
    “Now, that’s the Hazel I remember!” said Kazimir, grinning. 
 
    Hazel looked to her hand and then to Kazimir, and realization struck her. “You were trying to get me going, knowing that my magic would answer my anger.” 
 
    “What?” he said, confused. “Er, yeah, yeah, that’s what I was doing.” 
 
    She studied his earnestness, and he coughed awkwardly. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “best get back at it. I do not doubt that Ravenwing has many decoys to get through yet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland squeezed his eyes shut, praying that when he opened them, the terrible image would go away. He thought of Caressa, trying to focus his mind on something pleasant. But when he again opened his eyes, Gram was still there. His skin was charred, and one eye was white and cloudy. The other eye, this one bloodshot and bulging, held Murland in a terrified gaze. 
 
    “Why did you leave me all alone, Murland? We used to be best friends, but once you became a champion, you acted like I never existed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” Murland whimpered. 
 
    Behind Gram, Hinckley came into view. His body was bloody and ravished, clothes burnt and skin blackened by battle spells. 
 
    “You are a fool, as Kazimir always said. You had a chance to kill Zuul, but you failed. Once again, you failed.” 
 
    “Headmaster, please, help me,” Murland begged. 
 
    “Help you? A true champion needs no help.” Hinckley’s body suddenly fell apart and turned into a thousand spiders that quickly spread through the room. 
 
    Caressa stood before Murland now, and she ignored his pleas for help as she stepped forward and kissed him. Murland returned the kiss, panting with fear and exhilaration. “Thank the gods—” he said, opening his eyes, but his words caught in his throat as he stared into the black, loveless eyes of a giant insect. Murland screamed, and the bug thrust a large spiked tongue down his throat and began sucking out his guts… 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Ripps grinned as he watched the companions thrash and scream against their chains, each living out a nightmarish hallucination, quite unaware of their surroundings. 
 
    “You have outdone yourself, Dyr. But do not let them die.” 
 
    “Oh, they will not die,” said the dark wizard. “Though they will wish that they had.” 
 
    “What are you showing him?” said Ripps, pointing at Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “He is locked in a particularly dark memory, one where he strangled his own father to death. But in this illusion, he is strangling his ice elf daughter instead, and he cannot stop himself.” 
 
    “Is that a real memory you are working with?” 
 
    Dyr nodded. “He’s a messed-up son of a bitch.” 
 
    “And that one?” 
 
    “The ogre is trapped in a scenario where she keeps getting thinner the more she eats, and enough food for a banquet surrounds her.” 
 
    “Diabolical,” said Captain Ripps, stroking his short beard. “And the hog farmer? Wait, let me guess…he is eating his beloved pig.” 
 
    Dyr’s grin widened. “You know me too well.” 
 
    “I’m retiring for the night. Keep at it for a few hours, but see to it that they are fresh and alert in the morning. I have a few new…tools that I would like to try out.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    Captain Ripps enjoyed a few more moments of tormented cries before whistling a happy tune and turning for the door with a pep in his step. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    The Rise of the Jade Phallus 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenwing stood at her work bench and stared at the vial, confused by her findings. Zuul’s blood contained more than one toxin, and each of them were toxic to magic users. It made sense that Zorromon would have poisoned him in such a way, but that had been nearly a month ago, and surely Witch Hazel had been able to counter the effects. The fact that Zuul survived at all was a testament to his great power and the potency of his spirit. But the poison should have run its course by now. The only conclusion that she could come up with was that the witch had been keeping him sick to control him. It was a solid strategy, she knew, but Zuul was useless to her in his present condition, for she couldn’t even communicate with him properly. 
 
    She went to work on an antidote for the many poisons. They were complicated concoctions, but Ravenwing was no novice. She had spent ten years with the witches of Westwick, and those old hags had drilled potions into her until she was thinking up tinctures in her sleep. It took her longer than she would have liked, but six hours later, she was pouring the glowing blue and bubbling concoction into a small bottle. 
 
    “Zuul, wake up, little Zuul.” 
 
    The beet-faced infant opened his bloodshot eyes and focused on Ravenwing. “Momma?” he said in a voice that grated at her nerves. 
 
    “You need to take your medicine,” said Ravenwing, cradling his head and touching the bottle to his lips. 
 
    Zuul fought her off weakly, dodging the nipple and puckering up his dark, blood-stained lips. 
 
    “You are very sick,” she said, trying to coax his mouth open with her fingers. 
 
    Suddenly Zuul bit down hard, and his tiny, pointed teeth dug deep. 
 
    “Ouch! You little son of a demon!” Ravenwing none-too-kindly forced the nipple into his mouth and pinched his nose. “Drink it!” 
 
    Zuul tried to fight, but once he got a taste of the magical concoction, his eyes went wide and he grabbed the bottle, greedily drinking it down. He finished it all before tossing it on the floor and belching loudly. Ravenwing reeled back as fire erupted from his mouth. 
 
    She laughed. “There’s a good boy.” 
 
    “Where’s Momma Hazel?” said Zuul, eyes now alert and searching the surroundings as he sat up in the makeshift crib. “And where am I? What is this shithole?” 
 
    “We are in the Ruins of Agnar at one of my laboratories. You were very ill, and I believe that Witch Hazel was keeping you sick.” 
 
    “Momma Hazel was…Munchausen by proxy,” he whispered wetly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It is time for Zuul to clean out his closet.” 
 
    Ravenwing didn’t like the sound of that. And she discreetly grabbed her wand from beneath her robes. Zuul had recovered much sooner than she thought he might, and already she could feel his great power returning. It was as palpable as the humidity hanging in the air. 
 
    “My name is Ravenwing,” she said, while at the same time mentally preparing a spell that would put him in a hypnotic state. 
 
    “Ravenwing,” he said with a growing grin. “You shall be the new Mother of Zuul.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she said and quickly brought her wand to bear and released her spell. 
 
    Zuul brought up a tiny hand at the last moment, and the incantation bounced off and shot back at Ravenwing. She tried to deflect it with her wand but was too late. The spell hit her in the forehead, and her eyes rolled back as she hit the floor. 
 
    Ravenwing lay there, only a tiny flame of consciousness still aware. She could not control her body, she could not speak. All she could do was feebly fight the effects of the spell. But it was no use; she had been utterly unprepared for Zuul’s sudden attack. 
 
    “Now I have a real momma,” she heard him say. 
 
    There was a sound like a high chair tray being flung to the side, followed by a small thud. In her hazy vision, she saw Zuul come around to stand beside her head. 
 
    He was grinning, and his tiny horns glowed green. He extended a small hand and touched Ravenwing’s forehead, and fear like she had never known flooded her mind. What had she done? Why had she thought that she could control him? She felt her mind being infested by his. A sound like bat wings against her ears pounded in her head. Power surged into her, and she tried to capture it, but this power was not hers. It was not there for her to use. It was there to crush her mind and steal her soul. Ravenwing tried to scream, and to her horror, her voice was the voice of Zuul. For a moment, she was Zuul. She gave in to the overwhelming force as the power of the Dark Lord coursed through her. It was a power like nothing she could have imagined. It was an ancient, forbidden power. 
 
    She gasped and cried out with joy. 
 
    Zuul mentally commanded Ravenwing to bend, and she was helpless but to comply. She took him up and placed him on her shoulders, his tiny goat legs dangling like a child being led around a carnival by a happy mother. 
 
    Ravenwing faintly felt two small hands on her temples. There was a surge of power and pain, and two long curled horns grew out of her head. She sensed her own body, but also that of Zuul. As he took hold of those horns, Ravenwing and Zuul became one, and all the mysteries of the universe teased to share their secrets. 
 
    Zuul turned to the tall mirror leaning against the wall, and Ravenwing saw what they had become. The tiny Dark Lord sat upon her shoulders holding her curved green horns. His eyes, like hers, glowed bright green. Her cloak of raven wings, once dark as shadow, were now illuminated by green, demonic inner light. 
 
    “Now you find the power that you seek,” said Zuul, and through their mental connection, Ravenwing found herself saying the same thing. His voice was guttural and grating, while hers was powerful and smooth. Together they created a sound borne of the hells. 
 
    Ravenwing was bathing in magical energy. The power coursed through her veins, through every nerve. The tips of her fingers itched and tingled, and her chakras burned within her like pools of molten lava. She craved release, ached with the need for it, and in the mirror, both she and Zuul grinned. 
 
    “You are now the Mother of Zuul,” they said in unison. “We are now the Mother of Zuul.” 
 
    They turned from the mirror and walked out the door, into the cool morning air. Thick patches of mist hung low among the ruins, and the green glow lit up the clearing like a fog light. At Zuul’s mental command, Ravenwing reached up and broke off the tip of one of her horns. She began reciting a spell in an ancient, forgotten language. The words rolled off her tongue as easily as they did Zuul’s as she waved her hand over the horn and, bending, stabbed it into the gray earth. 
 
    “Behold!” they screamed suddenly, sending golden bats erupting from nearby trees. “The power of the Mother of Zuul!” 
 
    Ravenwing and Zuul then extended their hands outward, and from each, a beam of jade energy erupted and shot into the horn. They bellowed their spell, and the horn suddenly doubled in size, and doubled again. It rose into the air and spread out as Zuul commanded Ravenwing to fly. Her cloak transformed into giant raven wings and took them into the air as the horn crashed into the hut, destroying it. The tower continued to expand as it plowed into rocks and broken pillars, pushing aside great mounds of earth as it grew. They flew around the growing horn and watched with delight as the base spread two hundred feet wide and the tower rose one thousand feet into the air. 
 
    “Yes! Yes,” they said as they admired the beautiful jade tower that now dominated the landscape. 
 
    They landed on the monolithic structure, which widened toward the top like a mushroom. The Mother of Zuul looked down upon the world with four glowing eyes and spread four arms wide. 
 
    “The world shall bend the knee, and all shall fear us! But first, we need an army. One so terrible that it shall strike fear into the hearts and minds of all who look upon it.” 
 
    Ravenwing thought of Wendel then, and through their mental link, Zuul saw what she had in mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wendel sat in the cage waiting for his part to come up. He was very excited, for the people seemed to love him. The tour had come to Vhalovia, and though the king had tried to stop it, the show went on anyway. They had performed in five towns and cities already, and Wendel was really beginning to like his new life. Being that he had been there for a good portion of the quest to defeat Drak’Noir, and given that the champions had gone back on their word, Wendel had taken over the Q & A portion of the show. Every night, he animatedly told the crowd of his exploits—taking great artistic liberty as to what part he played in the whole thing. King Nimrod’s treatment of him had become quite a scandal, and for the first time in his undead…undeadness, Wendel was getting some sympathy for his plight. 
 
    He cleared his throat as the curtains closed and the stagehands began setting the scene for King’s Crossing. The cage was wheeled out, and the actor playing Princess Caressa offered him a nod. 
 
    “You ready to knock ‘em dead?” she said, grinning at their inside joke. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever—” Wendel began, but then he screamed as swirling green light began to surround him. His bones tingled and a heavy thrumming sound began to vibrate the cage. “Oh, shiii!” 
 
    Wendel was suddenly whooshed through time and space. Sparkling jade light streaked by as he tumbled end over end and sped faster and faster. The pressure became unbearable, and Wendel screamed, surprised by the eeriness of his own voice. Just when he thought that he might explode into a million pieces, he suddenly stopped and fell onto a large piece of green stone. Wendel shakily glanced around, and upon seeing Ravenwing with little Zuul riding on her back, he cursed his luck. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” he said, getting up on shaky legs. He realized then that they were very high atop a large green tower. 
 
    “Welcome, my minion,” said the Ravenwing-Zuul creature in two voices. 
 
    “Minion? Screw that noise!” Wendel turned and leapt off the edge. Luckily, the top of the tower slowly curved outward, and he slid on his tailbone down the side. But then the round top gave way to sheer sides. Wendel fell, clawing and screaming as he went, and landed with a bone shattering crunch a hundred feet below. 
 
    The Zuul monster was there, however, and with a spoken word and blast from a wand, Wendel’s bones snapped back together. 
 
    “You know,” said Wendel as he got up and dusted himself off. “Wendel was having a grand ole time acting in the play. But nooo, you had to whoosh me here and screw it all up!” 
 
    The Zuul monster extended a hand, and Wendel was lifted off his feet. He was hit by a green glowing spell, and pain ripped through his bones. He felt as though he were being torn apart, and to his horror, a green version of himself stepped right out of him, followed by another, and another still. Wendel screamed and cried out in pain as Zuul’s magic somehow gave birth to hundreds of evil versions of him, all of whom were torn from Wendel’s very being. 
 
    When the spell finally subsided, Wendel fell to his hands and knees, panting. All around him stood thousands upon thousands of green glowing clones. 
 
    “An army of Wendels?” he said as he shakily got to his feet. “What kind of weird shit are you into?” 
 
    “You have been wronged by the King of Magestra, and your children share your ire. Now Wendel shall have his revenge.” 
 
    “Wendel…Wendel has children? Wendel shall have his revenge…” he said, quite liking the sound of that. “You know what? I think I like your flavor of crazy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Witch Hazel unraveled the last masking spell and instantly began scrying Ravenwing again. Sweat dripped from her forehead, and large bags had formed beneath her eyes. At her insistence, Kazimir had given her three different concoctions to keep her going. They were dangerous potions, consisting mostly of caffeine, Blue Bull—a dwarven energy drink—, fust crack rocks, and dabs of high-grade wizard leaf. But Hazel couldn’t afford to stop, for if she did, all of the spells that she had unraveled would once again be activated. 
 
    “I’m almost there,” she said, straining over the crystal ball and weaving her hands above it as her body twitched. 
 
    Kazimir leaned in and watched with growing anticipation as the image in the crystal ball slowly began to take form. 
 
    “There he is,” said Hazel as she held the image in place. 
 
    In it, Ravenwing stood beside a large green tower. Zuul sat on her shoulders with hooves dangling, and their eyes glowed with the same hellish light. The sorceress had grown large curled horns like those that sat upon Hazel’s head. All around the tower were thousands of green glowing skeletons that looked a lot like Wendel. 
 
    “It looks like Zuul is feeling better,” said Kazimir. 
 
    “That bitch!” said Hazel. There was both sorrow and anger in her voice. The image flickered and threatened to go out. 
 
    “Zoom out quickly, before you lose the image,” said Kazimir. 
 
    Hazel complied, and the farther back the view went, the larger the green tower and the army of Wendel’s became. Kazimir and Hazel cocked their heads to the side in unison as they saw the true scale of the tower. 
 
    “Is that a giant…d—” Hazel began. 
 
    Kazimir laughed. “Talk about little man syndrome.” 
 
    “That dirty little boy.” Hazel clucked her tongue and shook her head. 
 
    “Do you recognize the land?” 
 
    “Yes. He has erected his…palace, in the Ruins of Agnar.” 
 
    The image disappeared, and Hazel slumped over the crystal ball. Kazimir helped her to the bed and covered her in a blanket. 
 
    “You need to rest.” 
 
    “No,” she said weakly. “We have to free the poor darling from that bitch.” 
 
    “Darling? Are we talking about the same Dark Lord?” 
 
    “I never should have left him, Kaz. How did I fall into that limp-wristed elf prince’s trap?” 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Those godsdamned champions are a curse. If it hadn’t been for them, Drak’Noir’s portal would be secure, and Zuul would be under my control.” 
 
    “Our control.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, you know what I mean.” 
 
    Hazel looked to him suspiciously as he floated back and forth. 
 
    “I need to convince those fools to free my body,” said Kazimir. “This has all gone too far.” 
 
    “Even if they agree,” said hazel, who was on the brink of sleep. “Do you think they can break you out?” 
 
    “I do. Don’t ask me why, but I think those cursed idiots can do it. Besides, Murland has a lot of pull now. He might just be able to get close enough to my body to free me.” 
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “I need you to rest for now. Once you are stronger, I will need you to make some bombs and scry the champions. Then I need you to make me a portal crystal that leads back here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The Black Tooth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon paced the room and bit his thumbnail, watching yet more endless ocean in the dome of swirling mist above the table. Hawkeye sat beside Illindell with her white eyes fluttering as the mentis dominus mentally projected the hawk’s sight into the dome. 
 
    Brannon was beginning to worry for his friends. The three ships had been speeding across the water for two days, propelled by the most skilled ventus domini. But even with the great wind at their backs, they seemed to always be just behind the pirate ship. 
 
    Suddenly a black speck appeared in the image, and Brannon rushed to stand beside the table. 
 
    “There!” he said, pointing. “Bring the hawk in closer.” 
 
    Hawkeye twitched, and her eyes fluttered as she mentally commanded the hawk into a dive. Brannon watched with growing anticipation as the ship came into view. 
 
    “They’re not flying a Jolly Roger,” said Brannon’s general. 
 
    “They aren’t going to advertise that they are pirates in elven waters,” said Brannon with disdain. “Weaver, is this the ship that you saw?” 
 
    The old silver-haired elf put on thick, enchanted spectacles and cocked his head back. “Yes, that is it.” 
 
    “How far away are we?” 
 
    “Ten miles, Sire,” said Illindell. 
 
    Brannon turned to Rye-Rye and Dingleberry. “You know what to do.” 
 
    “Aye-Aye, Cap-Cap!” said Rye-Rye, and she gave Tuck the signal. 
 
    “Tell the ventus domini to speed up. I want that ship in my sights in ten minutes,” Brannon told the general. 
 
    “As you wish, Sire.” 
 
    “We’re on in three-three, two-two, one-one…” said Dingleberry before pointing at Rye-Rye. 
 
    “Well folks, it looks like the trail-trail has run dry,” Rye-Rye began. 
 
    Behind him, Brannon tried to act frustrated as he stared at the image of the clear ocean in the swirling dome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “They aren’t even close,” said Captain Ripps with a laugh as he clicked off the crystal projector. “See, Dyr, nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that fairy bullshit,” said Dyr. “And neither should you. I told you that I saw them in a dream, and they were getting closer.” 
 
    At the mention of a dream, Captain Ripps gulped and hid his face by turning to the bar and pouring himself a glass of rum. His hand shook as he brought the glass to his lips, which caused the ice cubes from the enchanted cold box to jingle. He looked to Dyr again and saw that the old wizard knew his fears. 
 
    “More nightmares?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ripps. 
 
    “Have you been taking the—” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been taking the tonic, and I’ve hung your blasted garlic, and your dreamcatcher, but nothing works.” 
 
    “Was it the vine monster again?” 
 
    Ripps nodded gravely. 
 
    “It is the elf prince,” said Dyr. “He is coming for his friends.” 
 
    “Let them come. I’ve got you.” 
 
    “And he will have many domini, and they will be powerful, I have no doubt. I believe now that what you have been experiencing is the effect of a somnium dominus.” 
 
    “A dream master,” said Ripps in a low, haunted voice. He laughed weakly. “Oh, good, I thought that perhaps it was a premonition.” 
 
    “It may be, if you underestimate our opponents.” 
 
    “Fine then, Dyr. Queen’s sake, man, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “Get rid of the champions and the ice elf. Put them on a boat and send them off.” 
 
    “What? Just like that?” 
 
    Dyr shrugged. “That is my council.” 
 
    “You’re mad. A pirate does not—” 
 
    “All due respect, Captain, but you are not a pirate. You have been on a fust farm smoking grass with dippies for thirty years.” 
 
    “How dare you? Why, in my day I was the best swordsman on the, well, on one sea anyway. And I have grown the largest fust empire in Fallacetine.” 
 
    “I know of your accolades, Captain. But you have not grown rich, and to such a ripe old age by being stupid, and in twenty years, I have never steered you wrong.” 
 
    The captain strode up to his friend and leveled a dangerous gaze at the taller man. “Captain B Ripps does not run from a fight, and he sure as hell does not hand over a prize such as the Champions of the Dragon because of a bad dream or two.” 
 
    “No?” said Dyr, cocking his brow. “Then what does he do?” 
 
    The captain moved to the window and laced his hands behind his back. “Pirate Captain B Ripps destroys his opponents.” 
 
    “If that is your decision, I will stand by you as I always have. But we need to hit first, and we need to hit hard. If those domini get anywhere near us, we’re doomed.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Dyr smiled. “I have developed a new weapon that I believe you will enjoy.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “As you know, I have trapped half a dozen sharks for research and spell ingredients. But it occurred to me that they could be used as bombs. I can easily control them with a spell, and if we strap explosives on them, well…you get the idea.” 
 
    “Diabolical,” said Ripps with a growing grin. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pirate ship, ho!” yelled an elf in the crow’s nest of the Regina Maris as he waved down at Brannon and pointed. 
 
    “What did he just call me?” said Brannon. 
 
    “It is a human sailor’s term, Sire. Would you like me to tell them to stop saying it?” 
 
    “What? No, no, of course not.” 
 
    “Should I order everyone to their stations?” 
 
    “Yes, and have the domini join me on the upper deck.” 
 
    Brannon watched the general as he barked his orders, and everyone scurried to their stations. Wizard bane arrows and harpoons were set, and the dozens of domini rushed up from belowdeck. Brannon squeezed the sack of seeds in his pocket absently with one hand and stroked the hilt of his elven sword with the other. He was eager to face the captain who had nearly made them all mindless slaves, but he knew that he had to be careful. For Ripps had the other champions, and Brannon had no doubt he would use them to his advantage. 
 
    “Domini,” he said as he approached the group on the upper deck. “We will be upon the Black Tooth in less than ten minutes. Understand this, we are here to retrieve the other champions and Sir Eldrick’s daughter. Do not use excessive force unless I say so. I suspect that once Captain Ripps sees what he is up against, he will want to negotiate a release. Now—” 
 
    An explosion on a nearby ship silenced Brannon, and everyone looked in shock and horror as another explosion sent burning elves flying from the deck. 
 
    “Lookouts, report!” Brannon cried. 
 
    “It’s…they’re sharks, sire,” yelled one of the elves from a crow’s nest. 
 
    “Sharks?” 
 
    “They are being controlled by a powerful spell,” said Hawkeye as her eyes glazed over. 
 
    “But how in the hells are they exploding?” Brannon asked. 
 
    Another shark hit the other ship, tearing a gaping hole in the hull. 
 
    “Dammit, get them under control!” Brannon told Hawkeye. 
 
    “Working on it,” said the bestia dominus. 
 
    Brannon leaned over the rail and searched the waters. To his horror, two fins were speeding toward his ship. 
 
    “Hawkeye…” 
 
    The sharks closed in; fifty yards, forty yards, thirty… 
 
    “Got ‘em,” said Hawkeye, and the fins changed direction. 
 
    “Good job,” said Brannon breathlessly. “But do not send them back to the pirate ship. We cannot risk injuring Murland and the others.” 
 
    Brannon surveyed the damage to the other two ships with a pang of guilt. To the right, the Spargo was listing badly, and smoke billowed from the deck. The Fluctus was better off, and the aqua domini on board had managed to stop the influx of sea water. But holding back the ocean was not easy work, and they would never make it back to Halala in their condition. 
 
    “We need to evacuate the Spargo,” said the general. 
 
    “No, we’re not losing the ships,” said Brannon, and he walked to the rail and dropped a handful of seeds overboard. They hit the water and disappeared, but a moment later, a writhing ball of seaweed vines emerged like an aquatic beast. He mentally guided the vines, searching like fingers the side of the Spargo. He found the holes, and with a force of will caused the vines to expand until they had stopped the influx of water completely. He spread the vines around the hull as the ship righted itself. 
 
    Brannon severed his connection with the vines and staggered. The general caught him and helped him to stand. 
 
    “Sire, you’re bleeding,” said the captain, handing him a handkerchief. 
 
    Warmth spread across Brannon’s upper lip, and he touched it with his fingers. There was blood, but it was not much. He wiped his nose—ignoring the scowl of his healer—and walked to the other side of the ship to focus on the Fluctus. 
 
    “Sire, you are pushing yourself too hard,” said the healer, who was hot on Brannon’s heals. “A bloody nose is the first sign of—” 
 
    “You are not a dominus. Don’t tell me the dangers of my craft.” 
 
    Brannon dropped another handful of seeds and went about repairing the Fluctus. When he finished, he wiped his nose, this time coming back with much more blood. He felt dizzy, but he disregarded his lightheadedness, focusing instead on the approaching pirate ship. 
 
    “Once they are in range,” said the general, “we should hit them with wizard bane, just in case they have a wizard onboard.” 
 
    “There is a wizard on board, a very powerful wizard,” said Brannon. “We encountered him on the shores of the Northern Barrens. But I do not want to risk exposing Murland to wizard bane, so only bombard them enough to destroy any wards that are about the ship.” 
 
    The general bowed and began bellowing commands to the gunners. Three ships steered portside as the starboard cannons were wheeled into the gun ports. Cannon fire erupted from the Black Tooth, but they were not yet in range, and the projectiles splashed into the ocean thirty yards from the elven ships. 
 
    Unhindered by damages and propelled at breakneck speed by the winds of the ventus domini, the Regina Maris broke away from the other two ships and surged toward the Black Tooth. 
 
    “Fire!” bellowed the general, and six cannons boomed. 
 
    Two missed, but the other four found their mark and exploded against the shield spells and wards surrounding the ship. The elves cheered, and another cannon ball was sent across the choppy sea to test the remaining defenses. The cannonball sailed toward the ship unhindered and exploded against the side. A shimmering globe of energy surrounding the Black Tooth sparked and fizzled and died with a flash. 
 
    “Bring us broadside!” Brannon ordered the wheelman, and to the surprise of the general, he ran to the starboard side and leapt into the ocean. 
 
    Brannon clutched his seed pouch to his chest as he dove into the water. He sunk deep as the Regina Maris sped by. With a force of will, he urged the vines to grow. They wrapped around his chest and down his arms and legs, thickening and extending as he began to float to the top. Brannon emerged and shot an appendage toward his ship, which was less than fifty feet away. The vine appendage reached the ship and wrapped around the rail. As the line became taut, Brannon was yanked forward. He leaned back, keeping the vines extending from his legs firm, and was soon skidding across the water, being pulled along at breakneck speeds by the Regina Maris. 
 
    They were quickly approaching the Black Tooth, whose cannons were surely primed to fire as they came amidships. But Brannon left that concern to the domini. He released the rail and lashed out with his hundreds of appendages as he hit the aft rail of the Black Tooth. The pirate ship fired as the Regina Maris sailed past, but the cannons were redirected by aqua, canetis, and ventus domini. 
 
    Brannon climbed aboard the pirate ship like a one-hundred-legged spider, his vine appendages lashing out and wrapping themselves around the pirates as they tried to hack and slash the vines. But it was no use, Brannon was in a rage. He poured all his anguish, sorrow, and anger into his magic. He thought of Valkimir, and tears came to his eyes as he smothered the pirates and strung them upside down. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he barely registered a dark figure rushing up from belowdeck. Brannon turned his attention to the man, realizing that it was Ripps’s dark wizard, but too late. The wizard’s wand flared, and a fire spell hit a strand of vines. Snaking flames engulfed the seaweed and traveled toward Brannon, but he had no time to retaliate. The serpentine flames surged up the vines toward him, and he cried out. Suddenly a great wave crashed onto the ship, putting out the flames and sending Brannon sliding across the deck. 
 
    He severed his connection with the vines, struggling to get to his feet. Blood dripped from his eyes, ears, and nose. His head spun. All around him, chaos ensued as the ventus domini floated from the Regina Maris and landed on the deck of the Black Tooth. They brought with them elven swordsmen, and soon a bloody battle was underway. Brannon clutched the last of his seeds and drew his elven blade. He willed the seed to grow, and writhing vines wrapped themselves around his left fist. 
 
    The dark wizard was locked in combat with half a dozen domini who conjured wind, water, and fire. Illindell was there as well, easily manipulating the pirates as they came at him. They would charge, cutlasses gleaming, but then suddenly change direction and leap off the side of the ship. 
 
    Brannon looked to the door leading belowdeck, which was to his right on the main deck. Murland and the others were down there somewhere. He forced his body to move, fighting the fatigue of overexertion. He had been pushing it too far lately, he knew. But never had he wielded such terrible power. Indeed, the only other flora dominus he had ever seen who was able to create a vine monster was the late Gareen Thuum, and he was a legend. 
 
    Two pirates charged up the stairs as Brannon began down. The closest lunged with his cutlass, meaning to eviscerate him. Brannon slapped the attack aside with his own sword and punched out with his left fist. The vines surrounding his fist surged forth and wrapped around the pirate’s neck. His comrade tried to get around him and strike at Brannon, but with a yank and a flexing of vine, Brannon sent them both tumbling over the rail. 
 
    He rushed down, retracting his vine appendage as he went, when suddenly Captain Ripps emerged from the hatch leading belowdeck. Brannon stopped dead, for the captain had a dagger to Gibrig’s throat. 
 
    “We’re here live-live,” said Rye-Rye as he, Dingleberry, and Tuck floated by on nearly invisible wings. They turned so that Brannon would be in the frame. “Prince Brannon, the folks at home-home are dying to know-know. How will you save Gibrig?” 
 
    “Not now, Rye-Rye!” said Brannon. 
 
    “Drop your weapons, or the dwarf gets it!” Captain Ripps commanded the elves. 
 
    They looked to Brannon, who looked to Gibrig, who said, “Thanks for not calling me a human,” to the captain. 
 
    “You have been beaten,” said Brannon. “Your ship is surrounded, and half of your men have jumped ship. Tell your remaining men to drop their weapons, and I shall spare your life.” 
 
    Captain Ripps glanced around, and his mustache twitched. “I don’t think you understand what a disadvantage you have. If I command it, your friends belowdeck will die. With a flick of my wrist, the dwarf will die.” 
 
    Brannon stepped forward, noticing Gibrig’s shield fifteen feet to the right. It was still lodged halfway in the deck where the dwarf must have dropped it. The domini watched the dark wizard warily, and the elven soldiers eyed the pirates across from them. 
 
    “Then we are at an impasse,” said Brannon, taking another step, which brought him to within ten feet. “You are a businessman. Surely you would rather make a deal that is beneficial to you, rather than die for no good reason.” 
 
    “There is nothing more I would like to do than slit his and the other little pigs’ throats,” said Captain Ripps. “But, I know a good deal when I see one. I tell you what. I’ll release your friends, but I want you in return.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Brannon!” Gibrig cried, and the captain flexed his arm, pressing the blade hard against his throat. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” said Ripps. 
 
    “You are testing my patience,” said Brannon, taking another step. 
 
    “That’s close enough,” said Ripps, pointing the dagger at Brannon. 
 
    Gibrig needed no coaxing; as soon as the blade left his neck, he grabbed the arm and bucked his head backward, smashing the captain’s nose. Brannon shot out his vined fist, and a writhing tendril lashed out and disarmed the captain. Gibrig was already rolling away toward his shield when Brannon struck. The dwarf tore the shield free and, turning, sent it spinning at the captain. The shield took Captain Ripps in the gut like a charging bull, and to everyone’s surprise, he flew high over the rail, cartwheeling and screaming. The onlookers were shocked further when a shark suddenly leapt out of the ocean and chomped the captain in half before exploding into a million pieces. Sushi and gore rained down on the ship as Gibrig retrieved his shield and turned to the pirates, looking quite cross indeed. “Now ye best be droppin’ yer damned weapons!” he yelled. 
 
    Dozens of blades hit the deck, and the pirates all raised their hands. 
 
    “Oh,” said Gibrig. “Er, thank ye. Ye made right choice.” 
 
    The dark wizard, however, did not relinquish his wand. Instead, he aimed it at Brannon, face twisted in a snarl. But before he could release the spell, a wizard bane-tipped arrow hit him in the chest, destroying his protective wards and sinking deep. The wand fizzled out as the wizard drunkenly glanced down at the arrow with a look of surprise. 
 
    “Not fair,” he said before falling over. 
 
    Brannon raced to Gibrig and hugged him. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Down in the hold. Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    The Fools of the Dragon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland and the others hung from their chains, waiting anxiously. By the sound of it, the fighting on deck had stopped. The five pirates, each with a crossbow trained on them, stood nervously as well, seemingly not liking the silence. It had been a long time since Captain Ripps grabbed Gibrig and led him up the stairs with a dagger to his throat. 
 
    Murland hated feeling so helpless. He had tried to use magic, but Dyr had put some sort of spell on them all, and even Akitla was unable to use her inherent magic. 
 
    “You might as well just drop your weapons now,” said Sir Eldrick. “Captain Ripps has lost, and soon it will be you who are in chains.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, queen shagger,” said the pirate across from him. 
 
    Another guard sneered and spit on the floor. “If anyone but the captain comes through that door, we shoot.” 
 
    Murland glanced at Sir Eldrick, but the knight did not look concerned. 
 
    “If anyone but the captain comes down those stairs,” said Sir Eldrick as he slowly eyed them all in turn, “then it means your side has lost. The elves will spare your lives; they are not pirates.” 
 
    Just then, heavy footsteps came from the hallway. The pirates glanced at each other before taking aim at the companions’ hearts. 
 
    “You don’t want to do that…” Sir Eldrick warned. 
 
    The footsteps drew closer. 
 
    “Don’t be no nannywiggins,” said Willow. 
 
    “Captain?” a guard called, but if it was Ripps approaching, he did not answer. 
 
    Murland waited for the longest ten seconds of his life, and to his delight, Brannon appeared in the doorway. “It is over,” he said to the guards as Gibrig stepped in front of him with shield raised. “Drop your weapons and live to sail another day…or die.” 
 
    The pirates all glanced to the one who had done most of the talking, and he nodded at them and dropped his crossbow. 
 
    Elven soldiers rushed into the hold and proceeded to bind the pirates as Gibrig ran over to his friends and began smashing the chains with his big shield. Murland was freed first, and as soon as the shackles around his wrists gave way, he fell to the floor. 
 
    “I never thought I would be so happy to see you,” Sir Eldrick told Brannon with a grin. 
 
    “Oh, you know, I had nothing better to do than save a bunch of champions,” said Brannon with mock haughtiness. He gave them all a hug, even Akitla. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Starved as they were, the companions retrieved their weapons and packs and made their way to the Regina Maris, where Brannon instructed the cook to prepare food. They all washed up and were seated at his table shortly after. Murland thought that Brannon looked fatigued, what with the dark circles around his eyes and the pale, drawn look of his face. The elf kept dabbing his nose as well, which always left blood on the white embroidered handkerchief. 
 
    “I’m so sorry that I could not reach you sooner,” said Brannon between long pulls of rum—yet another thing that disturbed Murland, for the elf rarely drank more than a few fingers of spirits. 
 
    “If anyone should be sorry, it should be Murland,” said Willow as she stuffed her face with seared tuna. “He’s the one who refused to kill Zuul when we had the chance.” 
 
    “You had a chance to kill Zuul and you didn’t take it?” said Brannon with disbelief. 
 
    “Now don’t be startin’ in on him again,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Thanks, Gib, but I think now that she might be right.” Murland gave a sigh. “I don’t know what to think anymore. Right is wrong, wrong is right. I feel like my mind has been shat out of the backside of a confused wildebeest. And to make matters worse, my wand has been stolen.” 
 
    “Pretty simple stuff,” said Willow. “When you get a chance to kill a dark lord, you do it. And you don’t put your trust in sorceress pirates.” 
 
    She seemed quite unaffected by the torture that they had all gone through, though Murland had listened to her whimper and cry out for hours the name of her daughter, Fern. 
 
    “Sssimple ssstuff indeed,” came a wet, throaty voice. The companions all glanced around as the lanterns dimmed and shadow bathed Brannon’s quarters. 
 
    “Great, Kazimir’s here,” said Willow, now crunching clam shells and lathering butter onto a biscuit. 
 
    “We’re here live,” said Rye-Rye, as Tuck hovered around the darkling wizard’s head. 
 
    Dingleberry was there as well, holding a long metal rod that housed a speaking stone at the end. “I’m the boom-boom!” she said to Willow happily. 
 
    Kazimir swatted the crystal out of the pixie’s grip, and it hit the wall and shattered. “You champions sure are a bunch of screw-ups, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Godsdammit, Kazimir,” said Sir Eldrick. “What do you want now?” 
 
    “Watch your tone, Slur Sirsalot. You had a chance to kill Zuul once and for all, but once again you screwed up. Shocker, right? Now, Zuul is stronger than ever. Witch Hazel was keeping him just sick enough to not be a threat, but you all had to go and piss on the grits again.” 
 
    “Yeti balls…” said Akitla, glaring at Kazimir with quickly frosting fists. “You were right about this one being a phallus.” 
 
    “Nice guys finish last, sister.” Kazimir spread his ghostly arms wide. “Welcome to Fallacetine.” 
 
    There was a sudden flash of light, and Rye-Rye gave a squeal. “Shut up-up. There’s breaking news-news.” 
 
    Everyone turned to the large wall as the pixies aimed another crystal at it, and an image appeared. In it, a pixie with a speaking stick hovered. Behind her, a large jade tower could be seen. 
 
    “Hey,” said Willow. “That looks like Day-Day.” 
 
    “Shhh,” said the pixies. 
 
    “Day-Day here, live-live for Fairy Vision with breaking news-news. A being claiming to be the Mother of Zuul has built a giant, er…tower in the Ruins of Agnar. As you can see-see, Magestrian and Vhalovian forces have been dispatched to challenge the horned baddy. Let’s see-see what happens.” 
 
    The camera turned to the action, and the companions watched with bated breath as the soldiers closed to within one hundred yards of the monolithic tower. Marching to meet them were thousands of green glowing skeletons. 
 
    “Is that…are those Wendels?” said Willow, and her surprise must have been great, for she stopped eating for a moment. 
 
    “Oh, great,” said Gibrig. 
 
    The human army advanced, and from the top of the glowing tower came the Mother of Zuul. Green lightning crackled and hissed all around the woman and child, who now looked to have become one. For their eyes glowed like twin jade embers, and their voices were many. 
 
    “Behold, worms of Fallacetine, the true power of the Mother of Zuul!” 
 
    Lightning erupted from Ravenwing’s wand—which happened to be the wand of Kazam—and hit the front line of human soldiers. The explosions kicked up dirt and charred bodies before continuing down the line mercilessly. 
 
    The human armies, not to be outdone, charged the skeletons and, for a time, easily tore through them with their leading cavalry. But the Mother of Zuul quickly descended on the hapless armies, and to the horror of the watching companions, bathed them all in jade flames. 
 
    When the smoke cleared, only the skeletons remained standing, but not for long… 
 
    The Mother of Zuul raised her four arms and bellowed into the ember-filled wind, “Surgite, mortui heroibus!” 
 
    To everyone’s shock and amazement, the dead and smoldering soldiers rose from their earthen graves, and their eyes glowed bright green. 
 
    The image turned to Day-Day, who looked to have been crying. “Behold, the true power of Zuul-Zuul. But-But, where are the Champ-Champs of the Dragon? Who will save-save us from this army of undead-dead?” 
 
    “You see,” said Kazimir as the image disappeared. “Your choices have doomed hundreds, and soon thousands more will be added to that number. I beseech you, Fools of the Dragon, repent now. Free my body from Azkatraz Island, and let me deal with Zuul once and for all.” 
 
    “We defeated Drak’Noir without your help,” said Willow as she slurped up bread pudding. “What makes you think we need you now?” 
 
    “As I recall, you had the help of not only the darklings, but over a hundred wizards and witches. And let us not forget about good old-fashioned luck. It is not every day that a god gives a dwarf a magic shield. And still, look how that turned out. True, you found a way to defeat me, and you defeated the dragon. But you left behind her damned portal, and now all of Fallacetine is in danger. Your pride has made you blind to the fact that everything you five touch turns to shit. Letting Zuul get away, and losing the wand of Kazam is a prime example.” 
 
    “We can’t free yer body, ye be too dangerous,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I’m dangerous?” said Kazimir with indignation. “You lot have left a damned portal to another dimension opened. You have helped Zuul to merge with a sorceress. And now he has the wand that was broken. Thousands will die for what you have done. And what did I ever do? I kept a blasted dragon at bay for over two hundred years. Then you fools come along and screw it all up. You couldn’t just sacrifice yourselves for the good of many. Nooo, you had to be all heroic and shit, and here we are.” 
 
    Murland hated to hear it, but Kazimir made sense. He had been under the delusion that he and the others were champions, and he had forgotten that they were responsible for leaving the portal open. He was responsible for Zuul still being alive as well. And now, hundreds of good Magestrian and Vhalovian men had died. 
 
    “If we free you, do we have your word that you will stop Zuul, rather than once again taking him under your wing?” Murland asked. 
 
    “You aren’t really considering freeing him…are you?” said Brannon. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” 
 
    “That army o’ green Wendels look mean, and there be so many o’ them,” said Gibrig. “I sure hope they don’t attack the Iron Mountains as well.” 
 
    “They will spread across this land like a plague,” said Kazimir, his voice gravelly and low. “Your cities will burn, and Zuul will usher in an age of darkness. Once again, I beseech you. Do not make the same mistake. Set me free, and let me do what I have done for two centuries—keep Fallacetine safe.” 
 
    “What do you think, Sir Eldrick?” Murland asked, and everyone looked to him for guidance. 
 
    “Do you think that you can defeat Ravenwing and Zuul?” he asked Murland. 
 
    Murland didn’t have to think about it long. He bowed his head in shame. “No, I don’t think I could beat Ravenwing, let alone Zuul.” 
 
    “That’s what you thought about Drak’Noir,” said Brannon. “But in the end, we won.” 
 
    “Yes, we won, and it was Gibrig who discovered Drak’Noir’s weakness. I hardly did anything.” 
 
    “Awe, don’t so hard on yerself,” said Gibrig. “We all played an equal part in beatin’ the dragon.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you know that you are destined to beat Zuul,” Willow added. 
 
    “I may be destined to defeat Zuul,” said Murland. “But I am nowhere close to being ready to do so. I only studied under Hinckley for two weeks.” 
 
    “Then you understand that I am Fallacetine’s only hope?” said Kazimir. 
 
    Murland nodded reluctantly. 
 
    Sir Eldrick studied Kazimir for many moments before letting out a long sigh. “What choice do we really have? Kazimir will find someone to free his body. It is only a matter of time.” 
 
    “Then it is decided,” said Kazimir. “And I dare say it is the first smart decision you five have made together. Now, let’s get to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    The Prison Job 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone stood around the table watching as Kazimir created a three-dimensional map of Azkatraz out of smoke. The prison resembled the small stony island that it sat upon. The island was barren but for the jutting slabs of gray rock that lay about like discarded dragon teeth. Azkatraz came to form in the smoke, which swirled upward to create a black, sharp-edged cube that sat upon one of its eight points. The two-hundred-foot-wide cube spun slowly, ominously. 
 
    “They are keeping me in the highest corner,” said Kazimir, pointing a translucent finger at the tip-top of the cube. 
 
    “And how in the hells are we supposed to get there?” said Brannon. 
 
    “There are many anti-portal wards about the prison, but I will teach Murland how to open the necessary transdimensional portal.” 
 
    “Transdi-whats-it?” said Willow, scratching a tusk. 
 
    “He’s gonna whoosh us there,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Oh, now he can whoosh us there,” said Willow, shaking her head and rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” said Kazimir. “Getting there isn’t the hard part. Once there, you have to get past the hundreds of gargoyles that guard the place. Aside from those mindless brutes, there are dozens of witches and wizards on patrol as well.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that we will not be fighting our way in,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “No, of course not. That is where the pixarazzi come in.” 
 
    “What-What?” said Rye-Rye, Tuck and Dingleberry in unison. 
 
    “You want us to fight-fight our way into the prison-jail?” said Dingleberry. 
 
    “Of course not. Shut up and listen,” said Kazimir. “Posing as a fairy documentary crew, you will explain that you are there to do a crystal picture about the prison. I will give you forged papers that will most likely gain you entry.” 
 
    “Most likely?” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “But, Kazimir,” said Murland. “If we are seen breaking you out of the prison, we’ll be wanted criminals.” 
 
    “Aren’t you listening? I said that you would be posing as a fairy documentary crew. I will teach you a spell that will give you all fairy wings. Now pay attention and quit interrupting. Once inside, the real fairies will continue with the hoax, while the rest of you sneak to my cell. There is an enchanted lock on the cell door, but I will teach you another spell to dismantle it. The hard part will be getting by the seeing crystal watching the inside of the cell. This crystal is not like any others, for it can see five minutes into the future. The prison guards monitor that cell at all times, and with the special crystal, they are able to see anything suspicious long before it happens and intervene accordingly.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Sir Eldrick asked. “The alarm will sound five minutes before we get to the room, warning the guards of something that we haven’t even done yet?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Whoa,” said Willow reverently. 
 
    “How in the hell do we get around that?” Brannon protested. 
 
    “It is simple,” said Kazimir, turning to Murland. “Do you still have the invisibility potion that Gram gave you at the graduation party?” 
 
    “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “I know everything.” 
 
    Murland dug in one of his pouches and produced the vial of sparkling liquid. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Kazimir. “Once the potion has taken effect, you will break into the cell and very carefully place this image in front the crystal.” He produced a square of glossy paper with the image of a brightly lit cell. At the center of the cell lay his soulless body. 
 
    “Wow, that’s some good magix,” said Willow, staring in wonder at the picture. “How did you get that?” 
 
    “With a Polaroid.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It is one of the many things that I have acquired questing in different worlds. But enough questions.” Kazimir glanced around at them all. “Does everyone understand the plan?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Good, but we’ll go over it one more time just in case someone wasn’t listening.” Kazimir picked up a biscuit off the table and threw it at Willow’s head, surprising her. 
 
    “Hey, aim for my mouth next time,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, and after an extensive virtual tour of the prison, the companions prepared themselves for the quest. Murland recited the spells that Kazimir had told him, glad that he had a good memory for such things. 
 
    “First things first,” said Kazimir, stroking his chin and eyeing Murland, you will need a wand…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lance zapped the dog again, laughing maniacally as it writhed and thrashed on the ground. The beast yelled, trying desperately to get up, but Lance kept the hound down the jolts from his wand. 
 
    “Take that, you mutt. That’ll teach you to steal chickens from the hen house!” 
 
    The dog bayed mournfully, quivering and quaking as Lance circled. The teasing boy zapped the dog again, but this time he missed, and the dog leapt to his feet and charged. Lance danced back, took aim, and frantically cast the spell. It hit the dog in the left paw, and the beast backed away limping in a circle to glare at Lance once more. 
 
    The dog snarled, and suddenly, inconceivably, Lance’s wand disappeared into thin air. 
 
    “Good boy,” said Lance, as the dog turned his malice on him once again. 
 
    “Now, you had that coming…” said Lance, slowly backing to the coop window. 
 
    The dog charged, and Lance cried out and ran and leapt for the window. He got stuck halfway through, and the dog latched on to his rear end. Lance cried out in pain, and above him, a hen cooed and pooped on his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A wand suddenly appeared in Kazimir’s ghostly hand, and he offered it to Murland. 
 
    Carefully, Murland took it. “Haven’t I seen this wand before?” he asked, inspecting it closer. 
 
    “What does it matter?” Kazimir turned to the group and looked them up and down. “Now we need to make you all look like fairies.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be hard for Brannon,” said Willow, nudging the elf with an elbow. 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” he said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Murland, you first. You’re going to want to take a big old hit off the wizard pipe for this one.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Murland, retrieving the pipe that Hinckley had given him and putting a small nugget of wizard leaf into the bowl. He lit a small fire at the tip of his thumb like he had seen Hinckley do and took a long pull. 
 
    He let out a gagging cough and waved the smoke out of his face. When he had recovered, he blinked at Kazimir with itchy eyes. 
 
    “Alright,” said the wizard, eyeing their clothes. “Before you get your wings, you have to change into clothes more befitting fairies. Hold still, Murland.” 
 
    Kazimir waggled his fingers, and Murland’s robes, pants, shirt, and underpants disappeared, to be replaced by shiny leggings, a fuzzy belt, and a similarly flamboyant jerkin. 
 
    “What the f—” 
 
    “Hah!” Gibrig blurted a laugh before clapping his hands over his mouth. “Sorry, ye just look so…so…” 
 
    “Gay,” said Brannon. 
 
    Kazimir waggled his fingers at them all, giving them each a similarly ridiculous outfit. 
 
    Sir Eldrick blew the fuzzy strands from his strange hat out of his eyes and scowled at the wizard. “Is this really necessary? Either there is a breeze blowing in, or you gave me assless chaps.” 
 
    “Your costumes must be convincing,” said Kazimir. 
 
    “I think ye look pretty, Sir Eldrick,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Great, thanks, Gib.” 
 
    “Alright Murland,” said Kazimir, “I want you to tap your back with your wand and repeat, Da mihi mediocris alas.” 
 
    “Da mihi mediocris alas,” said Murland, tapping his back. 
 
    There was a brilliant flash of light, and Murland felt a strange burning sensation between his shoulder blades. He glanced back, and to his delight, saw two large translucent wings slowly flapping. “Holy witch tits!” he said with a laugh. “Can we fly with these?” 
 
    “It would take you too long to learn,” said Kazimir. “Come now, give the others wings before you forget the words.” 
 
    Murland put wings on all of his friends, but for some reason none of them were the same size. And while Gibrig’s, Sir Eldrick’s, and Akitla’s were within reason, Brannon’s were huge, and Willow’s were no larger than Dingleberry’s. 
 
    “This will have to do,” said Kazimir as he ducked beneath Brannon’s wing. 
 
    “Why are mine so big?” said Brannon, his big clumsy wings knocking over chalices and bowls. 
 
    “Watch where you’re swinging those things,” said Akitla as she got a face full of fust. 
 
    Brannon’s wings released a plume of fust, and the companions all rushed out of the cabin. By the time they reached the deck, however, they were all giggling like fools, all but Willow that is. 
 
    “Oh, great,” said Kazimir. “You’re all high!” 
 
    “We’re fine,” said Sir Eldrick, staring at his hand in wonder as he opened and closed it. 
 
    “Weeee’re Fiiine,” said Gibrig in a deep, slow voice before bursting out in laughter. “Words be sooo weeeird,” he giggled. 
 
    “Weeeird,” said Akitla, chuckling. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” said Kazimir. “Murland, repeat after me, Fac nos, sobrii simus.” 
 
    “Fock no, saber sinuses,” said Murland before bursting out with laughter. 
 
    “No,” said Akitla. “He said, ‘foog nu, sassy Sammy.’” 
 
    “It’s Fac nos, sobrii simus!” said Kazimir. 
 
    “Okay…okay.” Murland burst out laughing again, and Kazimir hit him across the face with a nearby rope. 
 
    “Ouch! That hurt!” 
 
    “Quit screwing around and say the words right. Fac nos, sobrii simus.” 
 
    “Fac nos, sobrii simus,” said Murland, waving his wand around drunkenly. 
 
    A glittering spell lazily erupted from the tip and spread like an umbrella over the elven ship, and in the blink of an eye, everyone aboard was sober. 
 
    The laughter and the giggling stopped, and everyone glanced around, looking slightly depressed. 
 
    “Awe, I was just about to try out me wings,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “Not everything with wings should fly,” said Kazimir. “Look at penguins.” 
 
    “Penguins can fly,” said Akitla. “We have them in the north.” 
 
    “Er, right. Sorry, wrong world.” 
 
    “You are always talking about other worlds,” Sir Eldrick noted. Curiously he added, “Are there really other worlds beyond ours?” 
 
    “Of course, there are many other…This is neither here nor there at the moment. Murland!” 
 
    “I’m right here,” said the apprentice behind him. 
 
    “Oh,” said Kazimir as he turned. “Are you ready to attempt your first portal?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Well, too bad. Now everyone join hands.” 
 
    They all did as they were told, and the companions, Akitla, and the three sprites all waited tensely for Murland. 
 
    Kazimir spoke the spell thirteen times, telling Murland to repeat after him. Finally, the darkling wizard nodded and handed Murland a small glowing stone with intricate runes carved across its entire surface. “When you get to my body, put this in my hand. It will…whoosh you all away from the prison, and to a safe house where I will be waiting. Understand?” 
 
    Murland gulped but nodded. 
 
    Kazimir let out a sigh and looked them all over. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Why thank ye, Kazimir,” said Gibrig. “That be about the nicest—” 
 
    “Please do shut up,” said Kazimir, and Gibrig bowed his head. 
 
    Murland took another hit from his pipe, due to suddenly being made sober by Kazimir. He blew out the smoke slowly, calming his mind and gathering magic from the universe around him. He pulled it to his core, letting it build and build. When he thought he was ready, he sent it down his left arm, through his hand, and into Kazimir’s wand. 
 
    Murland spoke the words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Faewatch 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Holy lizard balls, Murland…You WHOOSHED us!” 
 
    Murland jerked his head back and forth, trying to get his bearings after flying through the brilliant, dizzying portal. He staggered, grabbing Willow for support. 
 
    “Quiet,” said Sir Eldrick, pointing at the monolithic floating cube. 
 
    Everyone turned and stared slack-jawed at Azkatraz, and many of them had second thoughts. For the sleek black cube’s peak was one hundred feet high. It issued a slow, deep hum that vibrated in the companions’ chests. It spun slowly, perhaps no faster than the second hand of a watch. Murland could feel great magic within the cube, for it issued from it like heat from the summer sun, felt but not seen. 
 
    “It sure looks dreary,” said Gibrig, looking quite pathetic in his tutu and leggings. 
 
    “Testing, testing, three, two, one…” came the voice of Rye-Rye. 
 
    “Shhh,” Brannon hissed at the floating pixies. “You can’t film us breaking into Azkatraz!” 
 
    “It’s just pretend-play-play. Jeesh, you forget we are on a mission-quest?” 
 
    “Rye-Rye is right,” said Sir Eldrick. “We’re not breaking in, just act natural. We’re just a bunch of fairies trying to make a documentary. Act your part and we’ll have no trouble.” 
 
    They stood before the spinning cube in their ridiculous outfits, and Murland wondered where exactly the door was. “I guess we just walk up to it?” he said, shrugging at the others. 
 
    A hand touched his shoulder and Sir Eldrick walked by. “I’ll do the talking.” 
 
    “Please,” said Brannon as he pushed past them both. “You look like a pervert in those assless chaps. How is anyone supposed to believe that you are the one with the artistic vision? Watch and learn.” 
 
    Brannon proceeded to storm right up to the prison, but he stopped dead in his tracks when suddenly a dozen gargoyles erupted from the nearest point and flew toward them. 
 
    “Just stay cool…” Sir Eldrick warned. 
 
    Behind the gargoyles, a witch on a broomstick and three wizards on flying carpets shot out of the cube and flew circles around the companions. The gargoyles landed, circling the group as the witch and wizards each touched down in front of them. 
 
    “Who are you, and what is your business in Azkatraz Prison?” said the witch. 
 
    “We’re with Fairy Vision,” said Brannon in his best fairy voice. “We have been tasked by Headmaster Hinckley with documenting the prison for educational purposes.” He snapped his fingers, reaching behind him blindly. 
 
    Sir Eldrick elbowed Murland in the ribs. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, handing the forged papers to Brannon. 
 
    The prince handed them to the witch as the three wizards scoured the surrounding island and dark waters beyond. 
 
    “Hinckley is dead,” said the witch, eyeing the group warily. 
 
    “Yes,” said Murland, bowing his head low. “And it is a shame that he will never get to see the end result.” 
 
    “If he is dead, then what is the point in making the crystal picture?” 
 
    “To honor him,” said Brannon, as though it were obvious. 
 
    “How did you teleport here?” the oldest of the wizards asked. 
 
    “Uh…” said Brannon. 
 
    “Fairy magic!” said Dingleberry. “How-How do you think we go around reporting breaking news, on foot-foot?” 
 
    The witch threw dust on the companions and looked into a crystal ball. The forged papers were passed around, and the witch and wizards studied them far too long for Murland’s liking. 
 
    “Who are you?” the witch asked Gibrig. 
 
    Brannon groaned. 
 
    “I be…I am Hog-Hog from Fae-Fae,” said the dwarf. 
 
    “And you?” she asked Akitla. 
 
    “I am…Brr-Brr, from Fae-Fae.” 
 
    “What is your name?” the witch asked Willow, considering her tiny wings with a raised brow. 
 
    “My name-name is Stink…Stink Finger.” 
 
    Murland and the others glanced at her pensively, and the witch scrutinized her with beady eyes. 
 
    “Your name is Stink Finger, or Stink-Stink Finger?” 
 
    “Uh, just Stink Finger. I stuttered is all.” 
 
    “Most fairies stutter all the time,” said the dark-eyed wizard. 
 
    “I’m, trying to break-break the habit,” said Willow, blushing. 
 
    “And you? What is your name?” the witch asked Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “I’m Buzz-Buzz,” he said in a high-pitched voice that made Murland giggle despite himself. 
 
    The companions must have all been nervous, for they burst into laughter then, and the guards eyed each other. 
 
    “Godsdamned fairies,” said the dark-eyed wizard. “Everything’s always a damn joke to them.” 
 
    “Their papers check out,” said the youngest wizard. 
 
    Hope bloomed in Murland, but as the witch eyeballed him with scrutiny, that spark of hope died with a fizzle. 
 
    “I smell something fishy,” said the witch. “Where have I seen you all before?” 
 
    “We have a show-show, silly-silly,” said Akitla in her cutest voice. She even fluttered her wings and rose two feet in the air before coming back down. “It’s called…” 
 
    “Faewatch,” said Gibrig before bowing his head and blushing. 
 
    “Faewatch?” said the witch, scratching the mole on her upper lip, which Murland thought looked a lot like herpdalerp, otherwise known as the gift that keeps on giving. 
 
    “Isn’t Faewatch the crystal picture about Vhalovian lifeguards?” said the dark-eyed wizard. 
 
    “Uhhh…” said Gibrig. 
 
    “It is a hard-hard breaking news-news talk show about all things Fallacetine,” said Dingleberry. 
 
    “Yeah, and we have heard about the recent attacks on the prison,” said Murland, instantly wishing that he would have kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” asked the dark-eyed wizard. 
 
    “We know more than most-most,” said Brannon, eyeing Murland with a warning glare. 
 
    “We can’t stay out here all day,” said the younger wizard. “Their papers check out. Let’s go. I’ll bring them around.” 
 
    “If it was one of Hinckley’s last wishes to have this…documentary made, then I will respect his wishes,” said the oldest wizard. 
 
    To the companions’ surprise, the others—even the witch—nodded agreement, and before they knew it, they were being led toward the cube. The gargoyles flew off, and a dark doorway opened. From it, a ramp extended the twenty feet to the ground. The witch went first, and the companions followed, with the wizards taking up the rear. 
 
    As they ventured up the ramp, Murland’s guts twisted with worry. He felt naked in his fairy garb and thought that any moment they might be found out. But to his surprise, nothing happened, and they followed the witch up the ramp. They reached the landing and shuffled inside, finding themselves in a large antechamber, the walls of which were lined with gargoyles. They were stone now, but Murland knew that if there were any sign of danger, the beasts would come alive and tear into the attackers with their talons, beaks, and spiked tails. 
 
    The youngest of the wizards led them to the window, where they were instructed to hand over any weapons that they might be carrying—and Murland was glad then that Kazimir had instructed them to rub the invisibility potion on their weapons. Gibrig’s shield was the biggest of them, but luckily no one got close enough to him to realize that it was there, strapped to his back. Due to the companions’ fae dress, there wasn’t anywhere to hide a weapon, and so they were not patted down. 
 
    They signed their fake names on a scroll, and Murland breathed a sigh of relief when a slab suddenly shifted to the side and the wizard led them through. 
 
    “My name is Alkazeer Muham,” said the wizard, offering them a small nod as he led them through the door and down a long corridor. “I apologize for the trouble, but as you mentioned, there have been attacks on the prison as of late.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick and Murland shared a glance, and the knight nodded. “Is it true that it was the witch who calls herself the Mother of Zuul?” said Murland. 
 
    “I cannot say.” Alkazeer stopped before a door and glanced back. “But I will tell you this. No one has ever broken in and left in one piece.” 
 
    Alkazeer pushed the door open, and blinding light illuminated the tunnel. “Welcome to Azkatraz,” he said, and the full grandeur of the cube came into view. 
 
    “Holy…” Willow trailed off. 
 
    “Shyte,” said Gibrig. 
 
    The chamber before them was vast, at least half as high and wide as the cube itself. More breathtaking were the four triangular walls, which somehow seemed to have their own independent gravity. The walls were lined with many levels of catwalks, each of which contained dozens of doors. Murland didn’t know the prison’s capacity, but he guessed it to be in the thousands. There were stories of all kinds of evil beasts locked up in Azkatraz, and not all of them were murderous rogue wizards and witches. There were said to be demons and worse imprisoned here, although Murland couldn’t think what might be worse than that. 
 
    Murland had known a good many wizard apprentices that applied to be magical prison guards as soon as they graduated. It was a good-paying job with benefits, and with the high council’s ruling against capital punishment, magical enemies of Fallacetine were kept alive. There was said to be no way out of Azkatraz; Murland believed it—and he quickly reconsidered his decision to go along with Kazimir’s plan. 
 
    “Before you begin recording, you must know that before you leave, we will be confiscating the seeing crystal,” said Alkazeer. “The crystal, or crystals, will be returned to you once we have cut any footage that we consider…detrimental. Your minds will also be inspected and wiped of such information, so if you think we won’t want the world to know it, don’t bother filming or looking at it.” 
 
    “What’s up there?” said Sir Eldrick, pointing at the top corner. 
 
    “That is none of your concern. Come. I will show you the B wing. It is fitting, I think, as that is where fairies are kept.” 
 
    Murland and Sir Eldrick took up the rear, and the knight whispered, “How the hells are we going to lose this guy and get to the top?” 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same thing,” said Murland. 
 
    “What’s that?” said Alkazeer, trying to look past Willow at them. 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Please-please, do continue,” said Sir Eldrick in his ridiculous high-pitched voice. 
 
    They were led down a hall to the right that curiously curved to meet flush with the wall, which was at a different pitch than they were. It turned into a catwalk lined with glowing doors, each with a gargoyle sitting beside it. To the companions’ surprise and delight, they walked onto the curving catwalk without noticing the difference, even though they were by all measurements walking on the wall. The perspective changed, and Murland tried to keep his bearings, hoping not to forget which way was up. 
 
    “Now, if you will follow me,” said Alkazeer, and he led them to a door not guarded by a gargoyle. Another tunnel opened before them, this one going back nearly twenty feet and lined with cell doors as well. 
 
    As they walked by the cells, Murland tried to get a glimpse of its occupants, but he saw nothing but the magical glow coming from inside. 
 
    Suddenly Akitla struck like a cobra, hitting Alkazeer with a blast of ice that left him standing in mid-stride like a crystalline soldier. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” said Brannon, shocked and wide-eyed. 
 
    “We don’t have all day,” said Akitla. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” said Murland, horrified. 
 
    “No, he will thaw out in a few hour—” 
 
    The ice around the wizard suddenly shattered and fell to the floor, and in a flash the man was reaching for his wand. Murland was the quicker, however, and hit him with a spell meant to put him to sleep. The wizard deflected the spell and rattled off a string of words as he brought his wand down for the strike. 
 
    Murland hurriedly tried to bring up a shield, but Sir Eldrick laid out the wizard with a right cross before he could get his spell off. 
 
    “Good job,” said Sir Eldrick, shaking out his hand. 
 
    “Good job!” said Brannon, scoffing. “You’re lucky he didn’t sound an alarm.” 
 
    “Listen.” Sir Eldrick glanced around to make sure that indeed, the wizard hadn’t set off an alarm. When they heard nothing, he turned to the group. “We need to make this wizard invisible before someone sees him.” 
 
    “The potion will work,” said Murland. 
 
    “Great idea, just save some for the rest of us.” 
 
    “What-What if he wakes up early?” said Rye-Rye, looking quite disturbed. “What if we’re captured and put in a cell. What if—” 
 
    Dingleberry shook the sprite violently. “This is a quest, Rye-Rye, get your shit-shit together and start acting like a fae-fae!” 
 
    “Yes sir-sir,” said Rye-Rye, saluting her. And Dingleberry seemed to like that very much. 
 
    “Alright, Murland,” said Sir Eldrick. “It’s show time.” 
 
    Murland withdrew the vial of invisibility potion from his pocket and administered some to the unconscious wizard. Once he was sure it was down, they all took a small swig, making sure to leave some in case they needed it later. 
 
    “Tastes like a toad’s ass,” said Willow, wiping her tongue with a big green thumb. 
 
    “How ye be knowin’ what a toad’s arse tastes like, eh?” said Gibrig with a grin. 
 
    “Holy crap,” said Murland. “Did Gibrig just dis someone?” 
 
    “I believe he did,” said Sir Eldrick with a chuckle. 
 
    “Sorry Will—” Gibrig began. 
 
    But Willow, laughing, put up a staying hand. “For Great Turtle’s sake, don’t apologize! It takes the funny out.” 
 
    “Shh,” said Sir Eldrick, glancing back at his own wings suspiciously. “I think we might be a little high on our own wing dust.” 
 
    “Wing dust,” Gibrig giggled. 
 
    “Hey, it’s working,” said Murland, noticing that his friends were slowly becoming translucent. He looked at his own hand and watched in awe as it disappeared. 
 
    “The wiz-wiz is invisible too,” said Dingleberry. 
 
    “Alright, everyone,” said Sir Eldrick. “Get it together. We’ve got to get to Kazimir’s cell before this wears off. Follow me.” 
 
    Murland waited, not knowing which way the knight had gone, but then there was a loud thud from the door they had come through, and Sir Eldrick groaned. 
 
    “Be careful,” said the knight. 
 
    Murland and the others all began toward the door at once, and being that they were invisible to one another, this caused a terrible pile up. 
 
    “Dammit, stop stepping on my heels,” said Sir Eldrick. “Everyone clasp hands with those in front and behind you. Now follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Escape from Azkatraz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland didn’t know how Sir Eldrick led the group in the right direction, what with the cube’s ever-changing ups and downs, but somehow, he led them all to the forbidden chamber—Kazimir’s cell. 
 
    Murland knew it when he saw the door, which was emblazoned with a glowing rune—one that meant a warning of death to anyone who might venture inside. 
 
    “You’re up, kid,” came Sir Eldrick’s voice, and though he could not see it, he felt a hand touch his shoulder. 
 
    Murland stepped past Sir Eldrick, found his wand with his hand, and pointing it at the lock, uttered the words that Kazimir had taught him. To his amazement and relief, the spell worked, and the door opened with a cryptic hiss and puff of smoke. 
 
    “Got the picture ready?” Brannon asked from behind him. 
 
    Murland was already fishing for it in his invisible bag. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    He rushed into the room, saw Kazimir lying on a slab at the center of the room, and found the crystal mounted to the wall. He held up the picture in front of the crystal, spoke a soft spell, and let out a sigh of relief when the image floated steadily where he had left it. 
 
    Everyone waited… 
 
    If the ruse hadn’t worked, they never would have made it this far, but Murland couldn’t believe that it was this easy. 
 
    Suddenly, he saw his own hand in front of him. 
 
    “The potion is wearing off,” said Sir Eldrick, whom Murland found by the door with the others. 
 
    Brannon closed the cell door behind him. “Move your ass, Murland. Let’s get the hells out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah, put the stone in Kazimir’s hand like he said,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Murland fished the stone out of his pocket that would teleport them all along with Kazimir’s body. “Everyone hold hands. Sprites, get on Willow’s shoulders,” he said. When he was sure that they were all connected, he placed the stone in Kazimir’s hand. 
 
    To everyone’s surprise, Kazimir’s body, and only Kazimir’s body, disappeared. In his place dropped a large circular contraption with many wires… 
 
    And it was ticking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments earlier… 
 
    Kazimir paced back and forth, staring at the bomb sitting on the bed next to the receiving crystal. Hazel sat in a rocking chair by the fire, reciting the spell that would place his soul back in his body. He had been waiting for hours and was beginning to think that the champions had failed. 
 
    “I should have never entrusted those fools with this task,” he grumbled as he floated from one end of the hut to the other. 
 
    “Shhh, I’m trying to focus,” said Hazel. 
 
    “You better have some wizard leaf around here,” said Kazimir. “Because if this works, I’m smoking my brains out.” 
 
    “You depend too much on that leaf.” 
 
    “Hah, says the one who creamed her pants when she took a toke out of Zuul’s jade pipe!” 
 
    “Must you be so crude?” she asked him, eyeing him over small spectacles. 
 
    “I always loved you in glasses,” he said, stopping for a moment to admire her beauty. “You know what, once I get my body back, I might just marry you.” 
 
    She raised a brow to that. “Who says I still want to marry your crusty old ass?” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who can make themselves appear young.” 
 
    There was a sudden flash of smoke, and his body appeared on the bed, replacing the bomb. Kazimir grinned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ve been betrayed!” Brannon cried, staring wide-eyed at the ticking box. 
 
    “Oh, boy, oh, boy,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Sir Eldrick kicked the raised slab that had housed Kazimir’s body. “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    “You know,” said Willow, who must have snuck in a piece of jerky and was chewing it nervously. “This shit is getting too stressful.” 
 
    “Come on, everyone, think!” said Murland, trying himself to find a quick solution. 
 
    “Why is it ticking?” Brannon asked in horror. 
 
    Suddenly a whooping alarm went off in the prison. 
 
    Akitla hit the ticking box and froze it into a block of ice. Everyone waited with bated breath, but the next moment, the ticking only quickened. 
 
    “Look,” said Brannon. “I know that you are new to the group, but you’ve got to tell us when you are going to take chances!” 
 
    “I don’t see you doing shit!” Akitla barked back. 
 
    “Ladies, please,” said Sir Eldrick, opening the door to check the hall. He quickly closed it, however, as the flashes of magical spells lit the corridor beyond. “Yeah, that way is no good.” 
 
    The box ticked faster, quickly racing toward a crescendo. 
 
    “What do we do?” said Brannon as he paced back and forth and bit his thumbnail. 
 
    “We ain’t dyin’ today!” said Gibrig, and he took his shield from his back and charged straight for the wall. 
 
    Murland watched in awe as he crashed through the wall with the shield as though it were the wall of a mud hut. But then Gibrig cried out and fell through into the unknown. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Sir Eldrick urged them all, and pushed Murland toward the gaping hole. 
 
    Murland leapt out and was instantly met by a harsh wind. He screamed and landed with an “oof” as he began sliding down the side of the cube. Glancing back, he watched as everyone but Sir Eldrick leapt out. There was a terrible boom, and the top of the cube exploded. Sir Eldrick flew out at the end of a tongue of flame and sailed wide of the prison like a lifeless doll. 
 
    The companions slid down the side of the cube as Sir Eldrick, smoldering, descended beyond their view. 
 
    “Father!” Akitla screamed. 
 
    Murland had left Packy behind on Brannon’s ship, as the legendary pack would have given him away, but he had flown with the back pack enough to understand how wings worked. With a grunt, he pushed off from the wall and opened his wings wide. He flew toward Sir Eldrick as fast as he could, hoping that the other companions figured it out on their own. The knight was tumbling end over end toward the ground, and Murland quickly realized that he wouldn’t catch him in time. He pulled his wand, took aim, and released the anti-gravity spell. The incantation streaked by Sir Eldrick, missing him by inches, and struck a large stone which quickly shot up from the ground. He wasn’t used to the new wand, and its aim was different. Murland focused his aim, let out a slow breath, and released another spell, knowing that it was his last chance. The spell hit home, stopping Sir Eldrick inches from the ground. The knight reversed direction, coming right at Murland, and just before they collided, he reversed the spell and grabbed ahold of Sir Eldrick. The sudden weight pulled Murland down fast, and he did his best to slow their descent. They came in hard, and Murland tripped on a stone, sending them both crashing into the rocks. 
 
    Just then, Gibrig and Brannon landed beside him, followed by Akitla and Willow, who slid down an icy half-pipe that Akitla had summoned from the nearby shore. 
 
    Murland got to his feet with a groan as behind them, the door of the cube opened and dozens of gargoyles charged out. 
 
    “Whoosh us back to the ship,” said Willow. 
 
    “I can’t,” said Murland. “Kazimir’s spell was just to get us here.” 
 
    “Then we’re going to have to fly,” said Brannon. “Someone grab Sir Eldrick, hurry!” 
 
    Akitla took hold of her father, and Brannon, with his large wings, agreed to help Willow. 
 
    “Everyone, take another swig of the potion,” said Murland, tipping back the vial and passing it around. He helped Akitla get the last of the liquid down the unconscious Sir Eldrick’s throat. 
 
    As they all began to turn translucent, they ran for the shore and took to the sky. Murland guided them by voice to the north, where Brannon’s ship was waiting ten miles away. Behind them, the gargoyles howled and screamed, and a dozen witches on brooms and twice as many wizards flew out of the cube. Murland glanced back often, and was surprised when their pursuers didn’t immediately fly toward them. It seemed as though Gram’s potion included not only invisibility from prying eyes, but tracking spells as well. 
 
    “Quiet, now, they’re coming,” he told the others as a small group began heading their way. 
 
    For many tense minutes, the group quietly flew north, but the wizards and witches never caught their scent, and soon became distant specks on the horizon. 
 
    “Everyone still here?” Murland asked, still unable to see anyone. 
 
    “Still here,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Akitla far to his left. 
 
    “Here,” said Brannon breathlessly. “But I don’t know how long I can keep this up.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help,” said Willow, and Murland could just imagine her tiny wings flapping furiously. 
 
    “Either do we!” said Dingleberry, who, along with the other sprites, must have been helping Brannon with his burden. 
 
    “There!” said Murland, pointing at the ship, though, of course, no one could see him. “Just ahead.” 
 
    “Thank the gods,” said Brannon. 
 
    The invisibility potion wore off much quicker than the first time, and the elves in the crow’s nests could be heard calling out that the companions had been spotted. They landed, some more gracefully than others, and one and all lay upon the deck, panting. 
 
    “Sire?” said the general. “You, uh, you’ve got wings.” 
 
    “Well no shit,” said Brannon as he pulled himself to his feet. 
 
    “Father?” said Akitla, holding Sir Eldrick’s head in her lap and gently slapping his cheek. His clothes and hair were scorched from the explosion, and the right side of his face looked a little burnt, but he was breathing, and nothing seemed broken. 
 
    “Sir Eldrick, wake up. It be safe now,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Sir Eldrick blinked slowly, his eyes rolling around for a moment before focusing on his daughter. “Kit? Where are we?” 
 
    “We made it back to the ship,” said Murland. 
 
    The knight was helped to sit up, and he shook his head to clear his mind. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “That nannywiggins tried to kill us, that’s what,” said Willow. 
 
    “And now he could be anywhere,” said Brannon. 
 
    “Not anywhere,” said Sir Eldrick. “Once he is strong enough, he will surely head to the jade tower to face Ravenwing and Zuul.” 
 
    “Well, aside from being double-crossed by Kazimir, we did what we set out to do,” said Akitla. 
 
    “Did we do the right thing?” Murland asked, but no one had a ready answer for him. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of brilliant light, and Murland’s wand was in his hand in a heartbeat. 
 
    “No, you did not do the right thing,” came a deep voice. 
 
    Elven soldiers surrounded the billowing smoke, but Murland stepped forward and raised a staying hand. “Hinckley?” he said in a voice shaken by hope. 
 
    The smoke cleared, revealing a very cross-looking Headmaster Hinckley. 
 
    “Headmaster,” said Murland with a bow. “But…how?” 
 
    “It is good to fake your death every once in a while, just to see how the world gets on without you. And I must say, Apprentice Kadabra, that you have gotten on quite poorly.” 
 
    Murland bowed his head in shame, feeling like a complete fool. 
 
    Hinckley scowled at the lot of them and shook his head. “Where to begin? First you fail to kill or even attempt to kill Zuul, then you let him be taken from you, worse yet, you lose the wand of Kazam to a charlatan sorceress. And now you have released Kazimir’s body from Azkatraz. Do you even have a clue how much trouble you are in?” 
 
    “Listen, pal, we did our best,” said Sir Eldrick, coming to stand beside Murland. “Maybe if you hadn’t faked your death and helped your apprentice, we wouldn’t be in this situation.” 
 
    “For champions, you all seem to need a lot of help,” said Hinckley. He looked to Murland once more. “Please help me understand why you did not kill Zuul when you had the chance.” 
 
    Murland let out a long sigh and shrugged. “He cast a spell on us that made him look like a little baby girl. It didn’t seem right to take the chance that it might be someone else.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem right? What is not right about killing the Dark Lord?” 
 
    “Because he looked like a little babe,” said Gibrig. “And champions don’t kill no babies.” 
 
    “Honorable,” said Hinckley. “But stupid.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” said Brannon. “Freeing Kazimir was the only way to stop the Mother of Zuul.” 
 
    “Yes, together Zuul and the sorceress have grown quite powerful. But Kazimir will not kill Zuul, you must know that. His lust for power is too great. And with the help of Witch Hazel, he will—” 
 
    “The witch lives?” said Brannon, shocked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    “Headmaster,” said Murland hesitantly. “Is…is Gram alive too?” 
 
    “No, I am sorry. Unlike me, he did not fake his own death.” 
 
    “Bring me to the jade tower,” said Brannon, shouldering past them all to stand before the wizard. “That bitch killed Valkimir, and I intend to finish what I started.” 
 
    “Again,” said Hinckley. “Honorable, but stupid.” 
 
    Brannon ignored him and turned to the others. “Who’s with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know about you all,” said Willow, “but I’m always up for a good fight.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Murland, feeling foolish and defeated. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    “What is there to know?” said Brannon. “Kazimir was right. We have left a mess everywhere we went. The portal is still open, Zuul is still alive, Witch Hazel is still alive, and now Kazimir is free. Lyricon’s play is accurate, we just didn’t want to admit it before. I had never really looked at it from the outside, but seeing it firsthand has given me new insight. We have been fools from the start, and this is our chance to show the world what we are really made of.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been all bad,” said Sir Eldrick. “Drak’Noir is dead, and you destroyed the Twisted Tower.” 
 
    “We ain’t no fools,” said Gibrig. “We be the Champions o’ the Dragon. And I say that if we can help make things right, then we best be doin’ it.” 
 
    “What will it be, Murland?” Hinckley squared on him and raised a brow. “Will you finally face your fate? Will you prove the prophecy true and defeat Zuul once and for all?” 
 
    “But you said that I was far from ready.” 
 
    Hinckley nodded. “And you may never be, but we have no more time. Zuul’s bond to the sorceress Ravenwing has made him too powerful. It’s now or never.” 
 
    Murland wished that Caressa was there. He wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and be in her arms, far from war and dark lords and witches. But he was a wizard, and he reminded himself that he had chosen this life—a life that would always be dangerous, and far from normal. 
 
    “Sire, there is a new report coming in through the crystal!” said the general. 
 
    Everyone rushed into Brannon’s quarters, where the crystal was projecting another scene of the jade tower. 
 
    “Day-Day here, live with breaking news-news,” said the sprite loudly to be heard over the tumult in the background. “The Mother of Zuul and her army-army of thousands have almost reached King’s Crossing. But-But, what they don’t know-know, is that the kingdoms of man-man, elf, dwarf, and ogre have sent armies of their own!” 
 
    She moved aside, and King’s Crossing came into view. The companions looked on with pride as the five armies emerged over a hilltop. There were tens of thousands of soldiers, and great war machines were being pulled by teams of horses. The humans brought with them many cavalrymen and spearmen, whose shield walls were legendary. The elves came with their sleek metal armor and longbows, while the dwarves rode in on their giant rams. The ogres wore no fancy armor, and they had very few well-crafted weapons. Instead they carried huge clubs, some as long as ten feet that looked to weigh two hundred pounds. 
 
    Then the angle shifted and turned west, where a green glow dominated the horizon. 
 
    “Soon the armies will meet-meet, and the fate-fate of Fallacetine will be decided,” said Day-Day, looking quite excited despite the dire circumstances. “Tune in to watch the fight-fight for only five silver on pay-per-vision, frequency 259.” 
 
    The image faded, and Day-Day was replaced by a wild-eyed old man wearing a cheap-looking wizard hat and looking right at the crystal. “Tired of not being able to perform for your lady friend? Afraid that she might run off with someone leaner, meaner, and younger than you? Well, my friends, fear no more, for Herbert Consmoore is here to help. Introducing, Erectus!” 
 
    Brannon clicked off the crystal projector. 
 
    “Hey!” Murland blurted. “I, uh, I wanted to see if Day-Day came back on.” 
 
    “Sure, stud,” said Willow, patting him on the back and offering him a sympathetic smile. 
 
    “What’s it going to be, Murland?” said Hinckley. 
 
    Murland glanced around at the others, knowing that they would follow him to the ends of the earth and thinking that he didn’t deserve such loyalty. “Alright, you crazy bastards, let’s do it.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Hinckley, and he cocked a brow at their negligible attire. “But first, let’s do something about those wings and those ridiculous clothes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The Battle of the Jade Army 
 
      
 
      
 
    The companions came out of the portal on a hillside overlooking the battlefield. Thousands of glowing green Wendels marched in a tight formation with the Mother of Zuul leading them on a ball of jade flame. In the twilight, the army glowed so brightly that they illuminated the clouds above. To the east, the unified armies of Fallacetine marched to meet them. 
 
    “Oh boy,” said Gibrig. “This is gonna be bad.” 
 
    “We’ve got to take out Zuul before anyone else gets hurt,” said Murland, feeling very guilty that he had put so many people in harm’s way. 
 
    “Where is Kazimir?” said Brannon, scanning the sky. “I thought for sure he and that bitch would have shown up by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, the way he talked, he was worried that the Mother o’ Zuul would destroy the army,” said Gibrig. 
 
    Hinckley scoffed at that. “Kazimir’s only concern is for Kazimir.” 
 
    Murland stared at the monstrosity that Ravenwing had become, and his guilt only grew. Zuul rode upon her back as she in turn stood upon the rolling green fireball that left the ground beneath it scorched and dead. He wondered if she were in there somewhere, helpless to free herself from the power of Zuul. 
 
    “Headmaster, how do we free Ravenwing?” said Murland, dreading the response that he knew he would get. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Murland, but they are now one. There is no killing one without the other.” 
 
    “There must be a way.” 
 
    “If a way exists, we do not have time to figure it out. Behold, the battle has begun.” 
 
    Murland had seen it too. The humans had released a volley of stones, launched by massive catapults. The projectiles landed short of the skeleton army, but they bounced and rolled, hitting the front lines and flattening skeletons by the dozens. 
 
    “Come, my young apprentice,” said Hinckley. “Now is the time.” 
 
    “What about us?” said Brannon, who stood ready with a handful of seeds and a gleam in his eye. “If you think that we’re just going to stand here with our thumbs up our asses, then you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    “What you do on your own time is none of my business,” said Hinckley. 
 
    “Look!” Sir Eldrick pointed at the skeletal army. “The green skeletons are coming from Wendel. If we can take him out of the equation, at least they will stop multiplying.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” said Hinckley. “You take care of the Wendel creature, and we shall deal with Zuul.” 
 
    “Ready, Packy?” said Murland, and the backpack’s wings quivered. 
 
    “Ye be careful, Murland,” said Gibrig before giving him a hug. 
 
    “Give ‘em hell,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “I’ll try.” Murland smiled at his friends, hoping that it wasn’t the last time he saw them. 
 
    He leapt into the air before he lost his nerve and set his sights on the Mother of Zuul. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Champions of the Dragon are still alive,” Hazel noted as she watched the crystal projection of the battlefield and handed Kazimir Zuul’s jade water pipe. 
 
    “Figures,” he said, taking a big hit and blowing it out slowly. “Those fools are harder to get rid of than crabs.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are just losing your touch.” 
 
    “Witch please…I wouldn’t talk if I were you, that looks a lot like Aldous Hinckley flying around with Murland.” 
 
    Hazel looked closer. “The son of a bitch faked his death.” 
 
    Kazimir took another hit, basking in the magical vibrations around him. He was not as strong as he had been before his soul was so unceremoniously torn from his body by the darklings, but he was alive. Being separated from his body had only been a setback, and now it was time to clean up after the foolish champions’ mistakes. First, he would start by getting Zuul back under control. 
 
    Hazel clicked off the projector. “I can’t watch that bitch carry my little Zuul around any longer. I’m going to kill her. Are you ready or not?” 
 
    “Hold your horses,” said Kazimir, stiffly pushing himself up off the couch. He bent, grabbed his toes, and pulled. His back cracked in a dozen places. 
 
    Hazel helped him into his enchanted under armor and robe and handed him his hat. His wand and staff had been confiscated by the high council, but Kazimir didn’t depend on any one single magical weapon, for that was a weakness of the unprepared. He smiled to himself as Hazel handed him one of his old staffs that he hadn’t seen in decades. 
 
    “You saved my things,” he said knowingly. 
 
    “Don’t get too full of yourself, hotshot. I wasn’t about to toss a magical staff in the trash.” 
 
    She had saved many of his wands as well, and he stashed two of them in his robes before checking himself in the mirror. To his surprise, a nondescript face smiled from inside the image. 
 
    “Oh, gods. Do you still collect these stupid things?” he said, checking his reflection. 
 
    “You only think they are stupid because they never tell you that you are the prettiest in the land,” said Hazel as she too dressed for battle. 
 
    “I hope to the hells it doesn’t tell me I’m the prettiest,” said Kazimir with a smirk. He turned to the mirror and thought of a better question. “Mirror, mirror, on the floor, who does Hazel most adore?” 
 
    “Don’t answer that!” she yelled from across the room. 
 
    “Kazimir is his name,” said the mirror. 
 
    “Hah!” Kazimir turned to grin at Hazel. “Just as I thought.” 
 
    “That isn’t fair, you know.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one with the magic mirror.” 
 
    She shook her head, smiling, and walked over to him and kissed him on the lips. Kazimir was old…very old, but he felt the old fire in the loins for the first time in decades when Hazel kissed him. 
 
    “You know,” he said as she stroked his long gray hair. “When this is over, I might just have to get some of that Erectus we saw on Fairy Vision.” 
 
    “Or you could just reverse your age, say, a century and a half.” 
 
    He laughed. “You are technically older than me, dear.” 
 
    “Yes, but do I look it?” she asked, pushing out her backside, arching her back, and teasingly running a hand down her voluptuous frame. 
 
    He reached out a hand and she slapped it away playfully. “No, no. First dinner, then dessert.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s get this over with,” said Kazimir, turning and opening a portal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick led the charge down the hill as the others raced to keep up. Brannon had fallen behind, but looking back, Sir Eldrick saw that the prince had turned into a forty-foot-tall vine monster. 
 
    “Looks like Brannon’s learned a few new tricks,” Sir Eldrick told Gibrig. 
 
    “He sure does look scary. Maybe he’ll scare away the green skeletons.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that isn’t going to happen. Come on, this way!” 
 
    Sir Eldrick cut to the right and down a steep embankment leading to the battlefield, hoping to flank the skeletal army and fight through to Wendel, who was magically birthing a green clone every other second. But then something caught his eye in the Vhalovian ranks. He stopped dead, causing Gibrig to bump into him. 
 
    “What is it, Father?” Akitla asked as she stopped beside him. 
 
    “You fool,” he said under his breath as he clearly spotted King Henry leading the Vhalovian charge. 
 
    Brannon stomped past them, seemingly unconcerned with what they were doing. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” said Willow, bouncing on her toes and looking more than ready to thump some skulls with her club. 
 
    “You guys get to Wendel. My king needs me,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “But…” Gibrig began. 
 
    “Watch each other’s backs, and have no mercy on those undead abominations. Do you hear me!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Sir Eldrick, I be hearin’ ye,” said Gibrig, looking shaken. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” said Akitla. 
 
    Sir Eldrick nodded, and without further hesitation, he sprinted off in the direction of the Vhalovian army. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland followed Hinckley as the old wizard flew around to flank Zuul and Ravenwing. His mind raced with fear and spells and wards and enchantments, and he wished that they had made some sort of a plan. But that didn’t seem to be Hinckley’s style. For as soon as they had gotten around the jade army, Hinckley shot straight at Zuul, his glowing wand leading the way. 
 
    Murland urged Packy to keep up and mentally prepared a protective ward. Zuul suddenly snapped his head back and, pointing, let out a terrible infantile screech. Ravenwing turned them around and lashed out with a spell just as Hinckley let one loose as well. The spells collided and exploded with a deafening boom, and Murland found himself flying through smoke. He suddenly came out of the plume and found himself quickly descending on the Dark Lord. 
 
    “Ravenwing!” he screamed over the wind, using his wand to amplify his voice. “You’ve got to fight his influence!” 
 
    She cocked her head at him and suddenly unleashed a green fireball from the wand of Kazam. 
 
    “Packy!” Murland cried, but the backpack was already banking. Murland unleashed his protective ward, which sparked to life all around them seconds before the fireball exploded. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Murland felt as though he had been punched in the face by an ogre. He spun end over end through the air, seemingly in slow motion, as the world twirled around him. He weakly tried to call out to Packy, but all that came out was drool. 
 
    THUD. 
 
    He hit the ground hard, and there was a loud snap that came from deep inside his left arm. 
 
    “Murland!” someone called out to him, but the voice sounded as though it came from the end of a very long tunnel. 
 
    He feebly lifted his head in time to see Ravenwing and the demonic Zuul descending on him. 
 
    “Ravenwing…no…” he managed to utter. 
 
    She lifted her wand, jade eyes glowing with a hellish light to reflect her malicious grin. The spell erupted from the tip of the wand… 
 
    Suddenly Hinckley landed in front of Murland and raised his staff. An energy shield blazed to life, spreading out around them like a dome. The writhing strands of magical green energy stabbed and clawed at the energy shield, but somehow Hinckley held strong. He glanced back at Murland, his face twisted with exertion and urgency. “Do it now!” he cried. 
 
    Murland pulled himself to his feet. He called upon the power of magic and sent a great surge through his arm and into the wand. “FULGUR!” 
 
    Lightning erupted from the end of the wand with an earthshattering boom. In an instant, the lightning traveled through Hinckley’s shield, through the jade flames, and straight at Ravenwing. She absorbed the blast with the wand of Kazam, which glowed bright green as the power gathered. With a gleeful grin, Ravenwing unleashed the spell. It hit Hinkley’s shield and utterly destroyed it, blasting the wizard back a hundred feet. Murland shot a spell at Zuul, but this too was absorbed by Ravenwing. She grinned maliciously at Murland and slowly raised the wand of Kazam. Murland thought it was the end, but then a deep whooshing sound broke like thunder above him, and Ravenwing was battered by spells as Kazimir and Witch Hazel flew out of a portal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Revenge of the Vine Monster 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon swung his long vine arm and sent twenty skeletons flying back into their brethren. He saw the flash of light, and his eyes narrowed as he watched Kazimir and Witch Hazel fly out of a portal. 
 
    “Hazel!” he screamed, and his rage caused his vine appendages to grow twofold. 
 
    He charged through the ranks of undead Wendels, his giant vine feet crushing them where they stood. Many of the little beasts clambered up his vine legs and tried to get at Brannon, housed in the center of the monster’s chest, but the smaller vines found the many intruders and squeezed them until bones cracked and skulls caved in. He barely registered Gibrig and Willow, who had climbed up his back and now rode on his shoulders. They were yelling to him, but in his blind rage, he did not hear what they were saying. He saw and heard only Witch Hazel. She who had killed his beloved Valkimir. She who had torn out Brannon’s heart and burnt it in jade flames. 
 
    “Hazel!” he screamed as he charged, cocking back a big green fist and quickly closing the distance between them. 
 
    The witch must have heard him, for she turned her broom around and came at him with a glowing wand leading the way. He swatted at her like a bug as she flew by, but he missed, and he saw the victorious grin on her face as she unleashed her spell. The writhing black spell snaked toward him, tore through his defensive vine hand, and would have hit him in the chest, but suddenly Gibrig dropped from his shoulder with his shield held aloft and took the hit. The spell ricocheted off the shield and hit Hazel’s broom, disintegrating it and sending Hazel flying toward the ground. 
 
    Brannon started toward her, but Kazimir suddenly landed in front of him and unleashed a giant swath of flame. The vines reeled back on their own accord as the fire devoured Brannon’s green legs and climbed up to singe his ponytail. He felt the pain of every dying leaf, every vine, and screamed in agony as the fire crept higher. 
 
    Through the flames he saw an aqua dominus cast a spell in his direction, and mercifully cold water covered him and put out the fire. Brannon’s vine monster staggered as his vision blurred, and like a felled tree, he and his vines hit the ground with a thud. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Brannon!” Gibrig screamed as he came out of his roll. 
 
    Willow too had leapt off Brannon when he went up in flames, and now the prince lay among scorched and dead vines, looking to be dead himself. 
 
    “Brannon?” Willow called as she and Gibrig ran to his side. 
 
    The jade skeletons circled them, but they ignored the danger as they tended to their friend. Gibrig bent and listened, and he faintly heard a weak breath. 
 
    “He’s still alive!” 
 
    Willow swung her club behind her without looking and shattered an approaching skeleton. 
 
    “Not for long if these nannywiggins aren’t dealt with,” she said. 
 
    “Get him to safety. I’ll take care o’ Wendel.” 
 
    “You sure?” said Willow. 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    She nodded and took up Brannon like a fragile infant before rushing off to the west, away from the armies. 
 
    Gibrig rose to his feet, glaring at the dozens of skeletons circling him and staring at him with green, hate-filled eyes. 
 
    “Now listen. I got me a magic shield here. And I ain’t wantin’ to hurt ye!” he warned. 
 
    A skeleton lunged at him with a spear, which shattered against the golden shield. 
 
    “Ye see, now back off!” 
 
    The skeletons didn’t seem to mind the danger, for they all surged at once. Gibrig gave a war cry and spun in a circle, pushing his shield out before him and shattering every bone of every skeleton that got in his way. He watched as the bones clanked and clamored to the ground, and he spat rather than sniffled. 
 
    “I tried to warn ye,” he said, and he charged in the direction of the real Wendel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick and Akitla fought their way through the jade army, cracking skulls and splintering arms and legs. His fae blade made easy work of the skeletons, and Akitla’s ice magic stopped them dead in their tracks. But they were fighting through to the Vhalovian side of the army, and there were hundreds of the little Wendel beasts between them and the king. The last Sir Eldrick had seen of him, Henry had been dismounted by a half-dozen skeletons, and the knight’s urgency caused him to fight recklessly, gaining him more than one gash from the occasional lucky skeleton’s sword. 
 
    “Akitla, can you get us there faster?” he asked in his desperation. 
 
    She turned a skeleton to ice and smashed him with a large icy fist. “There is not enough moisture in the air for me to do much more than what I am doing!” 
 
    Sir Eldrick ground his teeth and fought on. He swung his fae blade with abandon, for he had no fear for himself, only fear for his king. Skeletal limbs, backbones, and skulls flew with his every strike. He and his daughter charged through the ranks toward the Vhalovian front, she turning those around them to ice, and he chopping through them with his enchanted blade. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Magestrian cavalry charging toward them, and he turned to Akitla and tackled her to the ground as the horses raced past, tearing through the skeletons as if they were made of glass. 
 
    To his utter surprise, not one of the horses trampled them. He pulled Akitla up and found the path to his king clear. 
 
    “Hurry,” he said, pulling her along. 
 
    A waft of smoky air carrying the stench of blood and death blew over them, and Akitla choked, putting her hand over her nose as they charged through the fray. Sir Eldrick, however, reveled in the smell. It was said that shit never smelled good…unless you were on the battlefield. It was a twisted thought, he knew, but then so was war. Sir Eldrick had known war all his life. First with his father—a silent war filled with wordless cries and bruises and the feeling that your world was only as big as a man’s fist, and secondly, real war, blood and guts and men pissing themselves and calling out for their mothers. The truth of war was that it was a disease. But it was a disease that Sir Eldrick had contracted at an early age. And now here he was, charging alongside his daughter, a girl who surely saw him as a mentor. But rather than show her the good things in life, he had dragged her headfirst into the worst. 
 
    Of course, however, she had fought her own wars, hadn’t she? 
 
    Akitla had spent all of her life a stranger in a strange land. Like her father, she had been goaded from the beginning by those bigger and stronger than she, and like her father, she never lost… 
 
    “Henry!” Sir Eldrick yelled, seeing his king regrouping with his men. 
 
    Many of the surrounding knights Sir Eldrick knew by name, for he had fought alongside some of them for more than twenty years. One and all offered him nods of respect and let him pass. 
 
    “Sir Eldrick,” said Henry just before breaking out in a coughing fit. “Of all places, I should have known I would meet you here.” 
 
    “Sire, what are you doing? You’re sick.” Sir Eldrick turned to a knight he knew well, a big man with a merry smile and a war hammer that could crush an ogre’s skull. “Gregorn, can’t you see that he is not well?” 
 
    “He has made up his mind,” said the man. 
 
    Sir Eldrick turned to his king, not understanding. 
 
    “I’m dying, you fool. And what better place to go than on the battlefield?” 
 
    “Sire…” 
 
    “Do you think that they write songs about kings who die in their sleep? Have you ever sung along to the ‘Ode to King Stefen,’ who died while taking a shit? Of course not! But dying during the ‘Battle of the Jade Army,’ now that has a ring to it!” 
 
    “Sire, all due respect, but you are giving up!” 
 
    The king and his men were sobered by Sir Eldrick’s booming voice, and they regarded him with uncertainty. 
 
    “I know many powerful wizards, Sire. Please, there must be a cure that can be found. And if not, one surely can be created for the king of Vhalovia.” 
 
    “You know that it is against my religion,” said the king. 
 
    “To the hells with religion! The gods will not help you—it is up to us to help ourselves, and if magic can do it—” 
 
    “I have made up my mind!” the king bellowed, and for a moment, his voice was what it had once been. 
 
    Sir Eldrick took a knee. 
 
    “I am sorry, my lord, it is just…” Sir Eldrick broke down but quickly composed himself. 
 
    “Rise, Sir Eldrick van Albright, and drink a toast to my life with me.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick rose, and he glanced at Akitla briefly. The thought of drinking made his inner demons scream and quiver. 
 
    “Sire, I…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said King Henry, gesturing to his squire to bring the steps. He dismounted, and with help, walked to stand before Sir Eldrick. “You have given the stuff up, but you owe me…And hells, you can quit again and say that the last time you drank was with your king, just before he charged into battle, never to return…” 
 
    “As you wish, Sire.” Sir Eldrick whispered the words, and he felt that he too, like Henry, was giving up a battle that he had never wanted to fight. Henry wanted to die, and Sir Eldrick couldn’t help but think that he had played a part in the man’s weakening. The thought alone made him want a drink. 
 
    The squire brought tankards and a small barrel of beer and handed them to the king. Henry in turn gave a tankard to Sir Eldrick as well as Akitla. “And for you, my lady…” 
 
    “This is my daughter, Akitla,” said Sir Eldrick as his glass was poured. He lowered it and nodded to the squire, who smartly filled it to the top. 
 
    If Sir Eldrick was going to drink, he was going to DRINK. 
 
    “Greetings, and my condolences as well,” said the king, somewhat drunkenly. 
 
    “Well met, King Henry. Sir Eldrick has said many good things about you.” 
 
    For a moment, Sir Eldrick recognized how strange it was to be standing in the middle of a battlefield making formal introductions and holding a tankard. The Fallacetinian forces had pushed back the jade army, but they still fought violently less than fifty yards away. Bows twanged, catapults released their payload, and swords clashed all around them. But to the king, it might as well have been a July afternoon in the gardens of Castle Winterthorn. 
 
    “Yes, and I have many good things to say about him.” The king raised his glass, and the knights did the same. “To Slur Sirsalot!” he said with a playful grin. “The best damn knight that Vhalovia has ever seen, and the worst damn drunk.” 
 
    “Here, here!” 
 
    Sir Eldrick downed his tankard in seven heartbeats and wiped the foam from his mustache with a contented, animalistic growl. The king grinned. Akitla frowned. The knights slapped him on the back. 
 
    “To battle, men!” cried the king as he unsheathed his sword, the legendary Godseye. “Let’s show these magical twats what mortals can do with steel and blood and sweat!” 
 
    “Oorah!” cried the surrounding men. 
 
    The king, with the help of Sir Eldrick and a thousand men at his back, charged into the fray for the last time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    One’s Victory is Another’s Defeat 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland deflected another of the glowing jade spells, which surprised as much as taxed him. He and Hinckley stood side by side as Kazimir and Hazel flew around Ravenwing and Zuul like two annoying deerflies. The Mother of Zuul shot spells at them all randomly. The child on Ravenwing’s back chittered like an excited—yet demonic—chipmunk while Ravenwing glared at her attackers with the green fires of hate burning in her eyes. 
 
    Murland could feel the incredible power emanating from the two. It was like nothing that he had ever experienced. He could only liken it to the power of Drak’Noir. But while the dragon’s energy had been that of eternal darkness, the Mother of Zuul radiated a power filled with malice and hatred, one which stunk of death and decay. It was not the inevitability of darkness that had been Drak’Noir, instead, this was the path to such bleakness, one filled with rotting corpses and dead flowers, lifeless trees and waters thick and dark and dead. 
 
    He cringed every time his energy met theirs, and he knew in his heart of hearts that he could never defeat such a horror. It would take someone with a heart like Gibrig’s to do so, or Brannon’s passion. Murland realized in that moment just how insignificant he was. 
 
    Hinckley deflected a spell and glared at Murland. “Do not let them into your mind,” he said. Conjuring a cold fish in his right hand, Hinckley slapped Murland across the face. 
 
    The blow cleared his mind, and Murland aimed his wand at Zuul and released a fireball. 
 
    “No, you fool, shoot to kill!” cried Hinckley as the fireball was easily deflected by the tiny Dark Lord. 
 
    No sooner had Hinckley spoken than Zuul’s retaliation spell hit the ground beside Murland. He was caught unawares, but Hinckley had been ready, and he produced a globe of energy to shield them both right before the blast hit. The explosion kicked dirt fifty feet into the air and sent Murland and Hinckley tumbling inside their globe as it rolled away. 
 
    Hinckley unraveled the spell, spilling Murland on the scorched ground. Murland leapt to his feet and looked back at the Mother of Zuul. He was surprised and startled to see Ravenwing being battered by spells from both Kazimir and Witch Hazel. 
 
    “We’ve got to help her,” said Murland. 
 
    “Stop thinking with your other head,” said Hinckley, who looked weakened by the blast. “Zuul must be defeated, no matter who he is attached to.” 
 
    “But I can get through to her,” said Murland. 
 
    Just then, Zuul gave a terrible high-pitched shriek that left Murland covering his ears. 
 
    “Mother!” he was screaming at Hazel. “You are no mother of mine. You made me think that I was sick. You said you were giving me medicine!” 
 
    “Zuuly, please, you must believe me,” Hazel pleaded while Kazimir stood beside her with his staff at the ready. “I know that you are confused. But I love you. Your mother loves you. That is what it is called, Zuuly, love.” 
 
    “It’s called Munchausen by proxy, bitch!” Zuul screamed, and he shot a bright green spell at Hazel that shattered her wards and disappeared into her chest. 
 
    Hazel took in a breath like she had just been doused by ice water before turning to Kazimir and reaching out a hand pleadingly. Kazimir cried her name and reached out as well, but just before their fingers touched, Witch Hazel burst into jade flames, and her ashes blew away in the wind. 
 
    “Now, Murland, while they are distracted!” said Hinckley. 
 
    Murland didn’t waste another moment. He leapt from the ground and Packy spread his wings, speeding Murland into the fray at breakneck speed. Murland gathered his strength, set his sights on Zuul, and unleashed his spell. 
 
    “Morietur!” he bellowed, releasing all his hate, his anger, and his fear with the spell. 
 
    It would have hit home, but Zuul deflected it at the last moment, and Ravenwing retaliated with a death spell of her own. 
 
    The streaking green spell zipped through the air like an arrow, too fast for Murland to deflect, and hit him in the chest. Murland cried out, but there was no pain. As soon as the incantation met him it shot back at Ravenwing, and in an instant Murland remembered how the witch Gurtzarg had tried to kill him with his own wand, and how the spell had backfired… 
 
    “Ravenwing!” Murland cried as the spell hit the sorceress. 
 
    She stopped dead, and with a look of shock, glanced down at the smoldering hole in her chest, before falling over dead. 
 
    “Kill him, Murland!” came Hinckley’s distant voice. 
 
    Murland didn’t answer. His attention was on Ravenwing, who seemed to fall like a lazy snowflake onto the ground, burning with jade flames. He urged Packy on, flying over Zuul and landing beside the sorceress. 
 
    “Ravenwing!” he cried, kneeling and cradling her head in his arms. 
 
    “Nobody kills my mother but me!” came a demonic, infantile voice. 
 
    Murland looked up—straight at Zuul’s tiny wand, which was aiming at his head. 
 
    “Demori—” Zuul began, but then a spell from Hinckley hit him in the shoulder, taking his right arm in the process. 
 
    Zuul cried out in terrible pain, and suddenly Kazimir was there beside him. Murland watched, frozen with grief and fear, as the Most High Wizard hit Hinckley with a spell that shattered his wards and left him face down on the ground. 
 
    Kazimir turned his hateful gaze on Murland and grabbed Zuul by the horns. “This isn’t over, Murland Kadabra.” 
 
    With that, Kazimir and Zuul disappeared, leaving behind them a smoldering battlefield and a teary-eyed Murland. 
 
    “Ravenwing?” he said through his sorrow, shaking her gently. 
 
    “Mur…Murland,” she said with a sigh. She opened her eyes, and to his relief, they did not glow bright green. 
 
    “You’ll be alright. I’ll take care of you,” he said, trying desperately to remember a healing spell. 
 
    “I…” she began. 
 
    “Don’t talk. Save your strength, there will be time for words later.” 
 
    “I…” she struggled to get the words out as blood bubbled on her lips. “…I’m sorry.” 
 
    She let out her last breath, and Murland shook her. “Ravenwing? Ravenwing! Headmaster, help!” he cried, but Hinckley wasn’t moving. 
 
    “No, no, no,” he said, shaking his head and desperately trying to remember a spell. Finally, one came to him, and he took up the wand of Kazam. “Vetam reditus…vetam reditus,” he said, tapping her chest with his wand. The spell surged through her body, causing Ravenwing to arch her back and go stiff. But she just fell back lifelessly once it dissipated. “Vetam reditus!” 
 
    It hadn’t worked the first time, and it didn’t work the third. Murland cradled Ravenwing, saying over and over that he was the one who was sorry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick, Akitla, King Henry, and the knights of Vhalovia tore through the skeletal ranks like a hurricane. The fae blade sang, joined in its chorus by Godseye as together he and Henry bellowed the Vhalovian war song and laughed with delight. It was just like the old days, when Henry had been a young king trying to make a name for himself that might outshine the shadow of his late father, and Sir Eldrick had been rising through the ranks. They should have died a hundred times on a dozen different battlefields, but they never did. Together they were a force to be reckoned with—Sir Eldrick with his infamous agility and legendary skill, and King Henry with Godseye and his seemingly endless supply of energy and battle lust. 
 
    Twenty years had passed since those glory days, but the king, sickly as he was, nevertheless found his strength when faced with an enemy. Sir Eldrick needed not help him to stand, for indeed, the bards would sing for years about the last charge of King Henry the Fearless. 
 
    Sir Eldrick was on top of the world. To his right, Akitla turned skeletons to ice and shattered them with giant crystalline sabers, and to his left, King Henry made quick work of any who got too close. Like a well-oiled machine, Sir Eldrick and the King danced around their opponents. One moment the king was blocking a strike meant for Sir Eldrick, and in the next, the knight was decapitating a skeleton charging the king. Together with Akitla, they slew more than one hundred skeletons. 
 
    King Henry drove his sword through the skull of his latest opponent and turned to Sir Eldrick with a smile on his face. Behind him, Sir Eldrick saw a skeleton cocking back a spear. He moved to intercept the spear, but the king grabbed him by the shoulders with a vise-like grip and stared into his eyes, refusing to let go. 
 
    “It has been a pleasure being your friend,” he said as light caught the sailing tip of the spear. 
 
    “Henry!” Sir Eldrick cried, trying to move the man aside. 
 
    “Keep my family safe,” said the king, and he jerked as the spear tip suddenly protruded from his chest, speckling Sir Eldrick’s face with blood. 
 
    “No!” Sir Eldrick cried, as the king went limp in his arms. 
 
    The knights of Vhalovia cleared out a wide circle around them as other knights knelt at the king’s side. Sir Eldrick let Henry go as the others cried over their fallen leader. 
 
    “Father?” he heard Akitla say. 
 
    Sir Eldrick glanced around at the jade army and the many armies of Fallacetine fighting them back. He saw Murland cradling Ravenwing, and Hinckley face down in the dirt. He saw the hundreds of dead humans, elves, dwarves, and ogres, and the crushed bones of the jade army. The fighting was still fierce, but he felt no urge to rejoin the fight. He felt nothing. 
 
    “Father, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick pushed his daughter away weakly and wiped the blood from his eyes. He heard himself let out a furious cry, and he staggered away from his brethren, eyes on the distant supply wagons. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    He didn’t stop when he heard his daughter’s mournful plea. He was no good for her, he was no good for anyone. He felt the alcohol coursing through his veins, and as he reached the supply wagons of the Vhalovian army, he pushed a squire aside, meaning to drink straight from the tap of a barrel. 
 
    “Stop!” Akitla cried, and even as the beer began to flow, it turned to ice. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Sir Eldrick growled. 
 
    “Eldrick, listen to me—” 
 
    He moved to the next barrel, and she turned that one to ice as well. 
 
    “Godsdammit, girl! Leave me the hell alone!” 
 
    “I will not let you drink yourself stupid over this. That is no way to deal with your emotions.” 
 
    “It has worked just fine up to now.” 
 
    “Has it?” she asked, arching a brow. 
 
    Sir Eldrick turned from the ruined barrels of ale and watched as the battle ensued. The knights of Vhalovia took up their king and began carrying him to the camp. He fell to his knees, defeated, and began to cry. Akitla knelt beside him and put a hand on his shoulder as tears pooled in her eyes as well. 
 
    “Henry was never a man who gave up,” said Sir Eldrick as he wiped his eyes angrily. “I did that to him. I—” 
 
    “He said that there was no cure for his disease. You cannot hold yourself responsible. Why do you insist on punishing yourself?” 
 
    Sir Eldrick tried to speak, but no words would come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gibrig smashed skeleton after glowing green skeleton with his golden shield, and finally, tearfully, he reached Wendel. 
 
    “Wendel!” he cried, slamming into the latest green clone to tear itself from Wendel’s body. “Stop this!” 
 
    “You think I like this?” Wendel screamed as another skeleton magically stepped out of his body. 
 
    “What ye want me to do?” 
 
    “Die! Die! Die!” Wendel screamed as he birthed another abomination. But then his face went slack. “I didn’t mean that!” 
 
    Gibrig slammed his shield into the latest foe, sending his bones flying high into the air. “Ye got to stop, there be too many!” 
 
    “There’s a curse on me, you numbnuts!” said Wendel. 
 
    Gibrig looked around at the battlefield. The jade skeletons numbered in the thousands, and with more coming out of Wendel every other second, the armies of Fallacetine were being pressed hard. Among the mud and jade fires burning all over, there lay humans, elves, dwarves, and ogres. 
 
    “I can’t let ye keep doin’ this,” Gibrig warned. 
 
    “It’s not me!” Wendel cried as yet another jade skeleton erupted from his body. 
 
    Gibrig tapped him with his shield, which sent Wendel flying back onto the ground. 
 
    “I be sorry, Wendel. Ye ain’t never had a fair shake in life as far as I ever heard, and ye ain’t gettin’ one now.” Gibrig raised his shield over Wendel’s head. 
 
    “NO!” Wendel cried. 
 
    Gibrig’s eyes blurred, but he reminded himself that he would be saving countless lives by doing this. 
 
    Suddenly, all around them, the light went out in the surrounding skeletons’ eyes, and they fell apart and dropped to the ground in a heap of useless bones. 
 
    Gibrig stared down at Wendel, waiting… 
 
    “Look, they’ve defeated the Mother of Zuul!” said Wendel. 
 
    When another skeleton did not erupt from the quivering wretch, Gibrig dropped his shield to the side and, shuddering, began to cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s over, son. Let her go,” said Hinckley. 
 
    Murland pulled himself up, and through teary eyes he surveyed the battleground. 
 
    “Where is Zuul?” 
 
    “He was taken by Kazimir,” said Hinckley as he put away his wand and limped forward to console his apprentice. 
 
    Murland turned from him, looked to Ravenwing, and staggered away from them both. 
 
    “I have failed.” 
 
    “We all fail. But not all failures are final.” 
 
    “I was never meant to defeat Zuul,” said Murland, stopping to take in the smoldering battlefield as the hot wind wafted over him with the stench of death. “I don’t have it in me.” 
 
    “Murland…” 
 
    “NO!” said Murland, spinning around and almost falling. He threw his wand at Hinckley, and his spell book as well. “Take them. Use them. Give them to one more worthy. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Apprentice Kadabra!” Hinckley bellowed, seemingly growing taller and darker. 
 
    Murland ignored him and turned to leave, but Hinckley was there in front of him in a flash. “I cannot let you do this.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, hmm? Force me to be a wizard?” Murland’s rage surprised even himself, but he reveled in it, for it was what he had wanted to say for a long time. “I’m not a great wizard. I never was. Leave me alone,” he said, and he pushed past Hinckley. 
 
    “You cannot turn your back on your fate!” Hinckley called behind him. 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Stepping out of a Champion’s Shadow 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Day-Day here with Fairy Vision…” 
 
    The little pixie looked back at the hundreds of dead littering the battlefield, and she wiped an eye. 
 
    “It has been a long-long and terrible battle-battle-fight-fight, but alas, the Mother of Zuul has been defeated-beat-beat. I’m here live with Willow Muckmuck of Fire Swamp. Willow, what can you tell us about the battle?” 
 
    “Uh…It sucked,” said Willow, tearing off a piece of jerky and peering into the camera. She found herself wondering, if she looked close enough, could she see the people at home? 
 
    “The public is dying to know-know…will the Champions of the Dragon go after Zuul?” 
 
    “I guess. Murland is said to be the only one who can defeat him.” 
 
    Day-Day glanced at the crystal with a grin, knowing that she had an exclusive story. “Please-please elaborate…” 
 
    “Well,” said Willow, pulling an apple from her cleavage and chomping into it thoughtfully. “Murland mended the wand of Kazam, right, and he has Allan’s spell book as well. And the prophecy says that he who can mend the wand will defeat Zuul. So, yeah, I think that you will be seeing more of us.” 
 
    Day-Day looked to the camera with eyes ablaze. “Can you tell us any more about the champions’ plans?” 
 
    Willow rubbed her stomach. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m ‘bout ready for dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you, Willow Muckmuck.” Day-Day turned to the crystal, looking solemn. “With Fairy Vision, I’m Day—” 
 
    “Wait!” Willow cried, and she grabbed the speaking stone. “Before we go, I gotta give a shout-out to Ma, Pa, little Fern, and Ray-Ray!” Willow did her best to form an F and an S with her hands, flashing them at the crystal. “Fire Swamp for life, bitches!” 
 
    “And…cut.” 
 
    “Awe,” said Gibrig, who had come to stand beside her at some point. “I wanted to give a shout-out to Pap, and me sweetheart.” 
 
    “Sorry, Gib,” said Willow, rubbing her tummy. “Ye got anything to eat? For Great Turtle’s sake, we won. Where’s the feast?” 
 
    “It ain’t no victory to be celebratin’,” said Gibrig, extending his hand out toward the battlefield. “Look at how many we lost.” 
 
    “Where’s Murland and Sir Eldrick?” 
 
    Gibrig shrugged. 
 
    Willow and Gibrig found some elves and put the unconscious Brannon in their care before setting about the camps looking for Sir Eldrick and Murland. Willow entered the ogre camp like she owned the place and grabbed a rack of ribs that were steaming on the spit. She took a bite of meat and bone and glanced around at the awestruck ogres, some green, some red, and some blue. 
 
    “Any of you blokes seen Murland or Sir Eldrick?” 
 
    A big blue ogre with knotted shoulders larger than Gibrig’s head stood. He was well over ten feet tall, and he looked down on Willow as though she were dessert. “None like that been around here. But you seem to have found the right spot. Come here!” He pulled Willow onto his lap as he fell into a chair. 
 
    “Hey now…” said Gibrig. 
 
    “It’s alright, Gib,” said Willow, waving him off and seemingly enjoying being devoured by the ogre’s big arms. “You sure you ain’t seen them?” she asked the ogre. “They be Champions of the Dragon. Like me and Gib here.” 
 
    “That little snack is a champion?” said one of the ogres, scratching a tusk from which dripped a long bead of drool. 
 
    “Aye, I be a champion!” said Gibrig, bringing his golden shield to bear. “And ye best remember that! Now, we be looking for Sir Eldrick, tall knight o’ Vhalovia, might be…might be drunk. And a lanky wizard who probably be lookin’ solemn.” 
 
    “I found what I was looking for,” said the ogre who had snatched up Willow as he grabbed her plump backside. 
 
    Gibrig offered his best big-eyes at Willow. 
 
    She shook her head, excused herself from the ogre’s grip with a long burp that was sure to make the others jealous, and followed Gibrig to the Magestrian camp. 
 
    “You know, you’re being a real spagina blocker.” 
 
    Gibrig turned to regard her with wide eyes. “A what?” 
 
    “Never mind,” she said, rolling her eyes and moving toward the Magestrian table. She helped herself to a bit of lamb and said, “Y’all seen Murland around?” 
 
    “Willow, is it?” said a man with shiny armor and a long, twisted mustache that looked to have been given hours of attention. 
 
    “That’s my name, don’t wear it out.” 
 
    “Ha! Good one.” 
 
    Gibrig and Willow offered the man a deadpan stare. 
 
    “Tough crowd,” he said, animatedly pulling his collar. When they gave no reaction to his antics, he sighed and pointed. “I saw him go that way, and he was followed by that famous Hinckley fellow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Willow before grabbing half a pheasant and continuing in the direction the man had indicated. 
 
    Gibrig ran up beside her then and slapped the food into the dirt. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” Willow protested, and she began to bend to pick it up. 
 
    “Listen,” said Gibrig sternly. “Ye only eat too much because ye be too worried, but ye ain’t knowin’ how to be dealin’ with it. Rather than stuffin’ yer face with food, just say what be on yer mind. Ye ain’t gotta be actin’ so tough all the time.” 
 
    Willow scoffed, but then she bent her head and began to weep. 
 
    “It be alright,” said Gibrig, trying to keep it together as well. 
 
    Suddenly Willow burst out with laughter and slapped Gibrig in the balls. “Hah! I got you good!” 
 
    Gibrig let out a squeak, grabbed his family jewels, and fell over. 
 
    “Oh, jeeze.” Willow tried to console him. “Didn’t mean to be so rough.” 
 
    Gibrig pulled himself together, swatting away her hand and getting up on his own. “That,” he said painfully, “wasn’t nice at all.” 
 
    He glowered at her and stormed off toward the Magestrian camp. 
 
    “Awe, Gib, I was just playing around,” said Willow as she raced after him. 
 
    But Gibrig wasn’t listening. He had spotted Murland and yelled his name as he limped toward him. 
 
    “Hey guys, good to see you made it through the fight. I was worried about you,” said Murland. He sounded quite the opposite of one who had just won a battle. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” said Willow, biting off a piece of jerky and warily eyeing Gibrig beside her. 
 
    “Ravenwing died.” 
 
    “Awe, I be sorry, Murland,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I killed her.” 
 
    “Oh…” Gibrig bowed his head, unsure of what to say to that. 
 
    “You had little choice,” said Willow, but that did not seem to do the wizard any good. 
 
    Gibrig hugged Murland, patting him on the back. “If ye wanna talk ‘bout it, I—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it. I want to make sure that Brannon and Sir Eldrick are alright, then I’m leaving for Magestra. I can’t do this anymore. Every time I try to do good, I screw up. I’m no wizard.” 
 
    “What?” said Willow, itching her left tusk. “But you’ve got great magix.” 
 
    “Not without the wand and spell book of Kazam I don’t, and I never deserved them in the first place.” 
 
    “Murland…ye just be feelin’ bad right now is all. Ye’ll feel different soon, and ye’ll see that ye be one o’ the best wizards in the world.” 
 
    “No, I’m done.” 
 
    “There you are,” said Sir Eldrick as he and Akitla joined them. 
 
    “Eldrick, I heard about the king,” said Murland. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick gave a deep nod. “I heard about Ravenwing as well. I’m sorry, son. She will be missed. If it hadn’t been for her, we never would have gotten the darklings on our side.” 
 
    “Murland says he is quitting questing, quitting being a wizard,” said Willow, waiting expectantly for Sir Eldrick to put the wizard straight. 
 
    “If that is his decision, then that is his decision,” said Sir Eldrick, surprising them all. 
 
    “That’s it?” said Willow indignantly. “I thought for sure you would have an encouraging speech at the ready.” 
 
    Sir Eldrick shrugged. “Sorry, Willow. I can understand all too well Murland’s motives. Come on, Brannon is awake, but he’s very ill. He wants to see you all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Sweet Dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brannon lay on a cot in his tent, thinking about Valkimir. Beside him, a healer was grinding something acrid-smelling with mortar and pestle, but Brannon just wished he would go away. His head was throbbing and his ears rang maddeningly. There was no strength left in his body, and all he wanted was blissful sleep. 
 
    “Where is Weaver?” he asked the healer. 
 
    “He has been sent for, and he will help you to sleep. But first you must take your medicine.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    The healer peeled his eyes from his work reluctantly and offered Brannon a sympathetic smile—one reserved for the dying. “You greatly overexerted yourself when you created the vine monster…thrice. You are lucky to be alive.” 
 
    “Surely it cannot be that bad.” 
 
    “Prince Brannon, surely you understand the severity of Dominus Fever.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Brannon before going into a coughing fit. He groaned and lay back on his pillow. “But I never thought that I would get it. I have been performing floral magic for decades.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we all have our limits, and it seems that you went well beyond yours. Didn’t you recognize the signs? Headaches, ringing in the ears, nosebleeds?” 
 
    “I saw the signs. But I had no choice,” said Brannon. 
 
    In truth, Brannon hadn’t cared. He had been so consumed by vengeance that he hadn’t been able to stop, even when he knew it was killing him. 
 
    The healer put three drops of a sparkling tincture in the pestle and returned to his grinding, which to Brannon sounded like a giant wheel rolling over bones. 
 
    “You will need rest, and lots of it. And you must refrain from using floral magic, perhaps forever.” 
 
    “Forever?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Being hit by that wizard’s spell while at the limits of your power should have killed you. And while you are lucky to be alive, I am afraid that there will be permanent damage.” 
 
    Brannon’s vision blurred with tears as he stared up at the ceiling. First, he had lost Valkimir, now he had lost his floral magic, possibly forever. What more was there left to lose? 
 
    “Open up,” said the healer, spooning his disgusting concoction into Brannon’s mouth. The taste should have repulsed him, but Brannon didn’t care—he didn’t care about anything anymore. 
 
    “I will check on Weaver’s location,” said the healer with another of his infuriatingly sympathetic smiles. 
 
    Brannon said nothing; he just stared. The pain in his head was only matched by that in his heart, and he wanted nothing more than to sleep—to slip into the void of dreams where he might see Valkimir again. 
 
    “Brannon?” came Sir Eldrick’s voice, and Brannon groaned. He didn’t want them to see him like this. 
 
    “Heya, buddy,” said Willow as she and Sir Eldrick, Murland, and Gibrig gathered around the bed. 
 
    “I’m glad you all made it out alive,” he said weakly. 
 
    Gibrig gave a nervous little laugh. “We may be fools, but we be lucky fools.” 
 
    “So, what’s wrong with you, eh?” Willow asked. 
 
    “I…” Brannon fought the tears welling in his eyes. “I pushed it too far I guess. They say that I have Dominus Fever.” 
 
    “What’s that? You break your magix?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Awe, you’ll get better soon,” said Murland, and he too wore a sympathetic smile. 
 
    Brannon said nothing. He wished that they would leave him alone to his misery. 
 
    “Witch Hazel is dead,” said Sir Eldrick. “I thought you would want to know that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Willow with a snort. “Killed by Zuul.” 
 
    “I should have been the one to kill her,” Brannon grumbled. 
 
    “Well, she be dead,” said Gibrig. “And the jade army be defeated. That’s all that really matters, eh?” 
 
    When Brannon did not respond, Willow let out a huff. “What’s wrong with you, Brannon, huh? You took down the Twisted Tower, and you saved our asses from Captain Ripps. We beat the jade army, and sure, Kazimir and Zuul got away, but we won!” 
 
    “Valkimir is still dead. I can never use floral magic again. Forgive me for not jumping with joy.” 
 
    “Sorry, Brannon,” said Willow, hanging her head. “I’m just trying to look on the bright side.” 
 
    “There is no bright side. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Ye ain’t meanin’ that,” said Gibrig, getting quite choked up. 
 
    “Please, leave me alone,” said Brannon. “I just want to sleep.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Brannon,” said Murland, squeezing his hand. “If there’s anything you need, you just give a holler, alright?” 
 
    Brannon rolled over to face the wall as tears streamed down his face. He heard the companions leave, and another person entered. 
 
    “You called for me?” said Weaver. 
 
    Brannon turned to him. He could hardly speak, so tortured was his heart. “I want to sleep forever. I want you to make me dream of Valkimir.” 
 
    “Sire…” 
 
    “That is an order from your prince!” Brannon screamed, and the effort made him dizzy. “Please, just do as I say.” 
 
    “As you wish, my prince,” said Weaver, and he laid a hand on Brannon’s forehead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Until Our Roads Meet Again 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sir Eldrick and the others waited outside Brannon’s tent for a half hour. Finally, the strange elf emerged, looking grave. 
 
    “How is he?” Sir Eldrick asked. 
 
    “I have put him in a deep sleep, per his request,” said Weaver. 
 
    “I bet all he be needin’ be some rest,” said Gibrig with a hopeful smile. 
 
    Weaver nodded gravely. “Only time will tell.” 
 
    “Is there anything that we can do?” Murland asked. 
 
    “I am afraid not. I will be monitoring him in the dream world. Rest assured that he is in good hands.” 
 
    They all thanked him and left the elven camp. The ogres had already left for the swamps, and the human armies were gearing up as well. The dead had been collected and burned, but there were no jade skeletons to dispose of, as they had turned to dust shortly after Ravenwing died. King Henry’s wagon was adorned with flowers and set out with an escort of knights. 
 
    “My king is being taken home,” said Sir Eldrick. “Akitla and I must go now.” 
 
    “But, what about Drak’Noir’s portal?” said Willow, glancing at them all. “We have a responsibility to try to close it.” 
 
    “It is beyond our power,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    “Brannon is the only one who can’t fight,” Willow reminded them. “Murland, you still got your magix. There must be a way.” 
 
    “I’ve given up wizardry, you know that.” 
 
    “Sure, I know that. You’ve given up. Well, you know what? That’s just great! Brannon’s given up, you’ve given up…for Great Turtle’s sake, what’s wrong with you people?” 
 
    “You didn’t lose anyone!” Murland suddenly yelled. “You don’t know what it’s like!” 
 
    “Come on now,” said Gibrig. “Ain’t no reason to be fightin’.” 
 
    “I’m not the one yelling at people,” said Willow sullenly. 
 
    “Look,” said Murland, trying to calm himself. “Hinckley and the others will deal with the portal, like they should have done long ago. It isn’t our responsibility.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Willow. “You just keep telling yourself that, bud. And what about the jade tower? We let Kazimir out, and he’s probably already moved into his new lair. I suppose that isn’t our responsibility either.” 
 
    Murland said nothing. 
 
    Willow kicked the dirt and cursed. “You know that you are destined to defeat Zuul, and you—” 
 
    “I tried!” said Murland. “And now Ravenwing is dead! So I guess the prophecy is a crock of shit.” 
 
    “Ye ain’t believin’ that,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I do believe it, and I don’t want to hear about it anymore.” 
 
    “You got anything to say?” Willow asked Sir Eldrick expectantly. 
 
    Sir Eldrick studied Murland before shrugging at Willow. “If Murland is destined to defeat Zuul, then one day, perhaps he will.” 
 
    “Fine, but when that day comes, I for one will be there at his side,” said Willow. 
 
    “Me too,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “As will I,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Murland forced a smile. “Thanks, guys.” 
 
    “Sir Eldrick!” called one of the mounted knights from the back of the king’s procession. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Sir Eldrick called back and, turning, he smiled upon his friends. 
 
    Gibrig suddenly hugged him around the waist before hugging Akitla as well. “Keep in touch, now, ye hear?” 
 
    “We will,” said Sir Eldrick. 
 
    Willow hugged them as well. Sniffling, she ruffled Sir Eldrick’s hair. “You keep off the juice, you silly nannywiggins.” 
 
    “He will,” said Akitla, eyeing her father. 
 
    “If you’re in Magestra, look me up,” said Murland. “I’ll be at my father’s estate. I think I’m going to take up the family business.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Sir Eldrick, shaking his hand. “Be safe, my friends.” 
 
    “You too,” said Murland and Willow. 
 
    “Till our roads be crossin’ again,” said Gibrig. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Murland, Gibrig, and Willow watched Sir Eldrick and Akitla as they mounted horses and joined the Knights of Vhalovia. The mood of the group seemed to be reflected by the smoldering battleground around them. 
 
    “Well,” said Murland, seeing that the Magestrian army was heading out as well. “I guess this is goodbye for now.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Willow, still seeming quite disappointed. 
 
    Murland shouldered Packy, and Gibrig stroked one long white wing. “Ye take care o’ Murland now, ye hear?” 
 
    The backpack’s wings fluttered, and Gibrig smiled as he sniffled. 
 
    “Alright you two, come here,” said Willow, pulling them in and crushing the air out of them with a big bear hug. She set them down and glanced southwest. “I gotta catch up to my people, but I want to hear from you both. Write me, okay?” 
 
    “We will,” said Murland. 
 
    “Say hi to Fern for me,” said Gibrig. “If ye go see her again and all.” 
 
    “I will,” said Willow, and for a moment Murland thought she might cry, but then her face twisted, and she gave a loud burp. “See you around, nannywiggins!” 
 
    She hurried off after the ogres, and Murland smiled to himself when she took a beef shank from her pack that she must have snagged from one of the camps. 
 
    “I hope she don’t eat too much worryin’ over Brannon,” said Gibrig. 
 
    “I suspect that she’ll be alright.” 
 
    Gibrig looked to Murland and smiled. “Yeah, I guess so.” He let out a sigh. “It be funny, we won the day, but I feel like we lost.” 
 
    “Me too, Gib, me too.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Murland promised to bring Caressa to see Gibrig and Hagus’s restaurant. Gibrig was cheered up by the idea, and he left Murland to join the dwarves, waving back at him repeatedly. 
 
    “I trust that you have regained your senses,” came a voice behind him. 
 
    Murland turned to find Headmaster Hinckley scowling at him. 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind, if that is what you mean,” said Murland. 
 
    Hinckley nodded, surprising Murland. “Then I will do what I have done all of my long life. I will be patient.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath. When I said I was done, I meant it.” 
 
    “You would be surprised how long I can hold my breath. Until then, I will hold on to your wand and spell book.” 
 
    “Look, I appreciate everything that you have done for me, but…I had my shot. I tried to kill Zuul and I failed. What do you want from me?” 
 
    Hinckley patted him on the shoulder. “Every failure brings us one step closer to success. You will find the light, I just hope that you do so before something like this happens again.” 
 
    Murland let out a sigh. “Goodbye, Headmaster.” 
 
    “For now…” said Hinckley with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Come on, Packy.” Murland leapt into the air and flew away from his master and his responsibilities as the chosen one. 
 
    He looked east, setting his sights on the road leading to Magestra. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kazimir watched the crystal projection as Murland flew away, and he wondered… 
 
    “Well-Well,” said Day-Day as the camera turned to her. “It looks like the Champions of the Dragon have disbanded…for now. With Fairy Vision-Vision, I’m—” 
 
    Kazimir clicked off the projector and glanced at Zuul, who sat chained to a high-chair and had fallen asleep crying. He thought of killing the little bastard, for Zuul had killed Hazel. Kazimir explored his emotions, wondering why he felt so bad about Hazel’s death. She had tried to have him killed while his body lay helpless in Azkatraz, and he owed her nothing. Still, he lamented what could have been. 
 
    With a waggle of his fingers, he conjured a glass of rum and shot it back with a grimace. He conjured another, holding it aloft. “To Hazel,” he said, before emptying it with one quick pull. 
 
    Kazimir forgot his sorrow and laced his fingers, contemplating the Champions of the Dragon. It seemed that for the time being, they were done questing. Murland had quit, which didn’t surprise Kazimir. But he wondered of the implications. 
 
    Was Murland destined to defeat Zuul? 
 
    And if so, what did it mean for Kazimir, who was the only one able to control the Dark Lord. Would Zuul turn on him as well? Would Zuul be his undoing? Kazimir had a lot of respect for prophecies, and though they were a dime a dozen, this one had come from Allan Kazam himself. 
 
    He glanced at Zuul again, wondering if his own lust for power would lead to his demise. 
 
    Of course not… 
 
    Kazimir would just finish his study of the Dark Lord’s magic, and then he would kill him once and for all. And if it was truly Murland’s fate to defeat Zuul, then he would let him do it instead. Kazimir did not much care, as long as he got what he wanted. 
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