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Prologue
 
    
 
   Sitting on a rock at the mouth of the cave, General Hronso stared bleakly into the forbidding darkness of its interior. The air coming from within was dank, and he could hear the monotonous dripping of condensation falling from the jagged ceiling into pools of slime filled water.  
 
   So far, he had remained almost motionless like this for nearly two days. He was quite used to it. As an elf he had been trained from a boy to have patience, and later on, after Shinzan changed him, the passing of time seemed to have little relevance at all. But now it was different. It was all he could do not to get up and turn back. To hell with the Emperor, he thought. Let him kill me. I would welcome it. But he knew this was an empty threat. Once issued a command, there was little he could do but obey. The alternative was too terrible to contemplate. Shinzan certainly would not kill him for his disobedience – though he was equally sure he would be begging for death within five seconds of his punishment commencing. 
 
   His mind drifted back to his journey to this awful place. He had listened to the whispers in the dark; the secrets only spoken to a counted few. Fear was gripping the Five Kingdoms. Rumors of war and of the return of the mages had spread quickly. And as much as the name of Shinzan struck terror into the hearts of humans, the emperor had done his work well. The lies he had spread about the mages were now widely believed. Stories were told of their atrocities, some of which had actually happened. But it was Shinzan himself, and not the mages, who had committed them.
 
   Had anyone known that a Rakasa was lurking outside their windows – particularly the mighty General Hronso, they would have gone mad with panic. But he had not wanted them to know he was there. And part of him actually enjoyed hiding in the shadows and passing by unheard. It reminded him of simpler times before the wars, and before Lumnia had been ravaged by the blight that was his master.
 
   A deep rumble issued from the cave's darkness, snapping his attention back to the present. This, at last, was his invitation to proceed. After rising to his feet, Hronso took a deep breath before moving forward.
 
   The ground just beyond the entrance now glowed with a faint blue light – though human and dwarf eyes would be unable to see it. But he was once an elf. And though much of his heritage had been obliterated, his perception of magic remained intact. The spells Shinzan had cast here five hundred years ago were still just as potent today as when he had first created them. No one could ever enter without permission. And that which was imprisoned could never leave.
 
   As Hronso's boot met the barrier, both his body and spirit were instantly crushed by an overwhelming weakness. He staggered forward, very nearly losing his footing completely. Even the blade hanging at his side suddenly felt ten times its normal weight. A mere mortal, even if one had been invited inside, would never have been able to continue without crawling. 
 
   For two hundred yards he pressed on. Such caves were generally filled with magnificent natural rock and crystal formations. But there was nothing beautiful about this place. Quite the opposite. Its high ceiling was twisted and gnarled, grotesquely resembling diseased flesh. And the air smelled of death…old death. 
 
   At its end, the cave expanded into a vast chamber several hundred feet across and one-hundred feet high. Here, lying in a heap of decaying scales and flesh, he saw what he had come for. 
 
   A dragon. 
 
   But it was a dragon in little more than name. The creature's once powerful limbs were emaciated and frail, and its scales were a sickly gray color.  Even the horns on its head and the spine running down its back appeared to be weak and brittle, as if they were made of chalk. Only the fierce glitter in its reptilian green eyes hinted at the mighty creature it had once been.
 
   “Have you come to release me?” boomed a voice that seemed to come from the very walls rather than the dragon itself. “You waste your time, elf.”
 
   “I am no elf, Garnak,” said Hronso. “I am like you. A prisoner.”
 
   “You know my name. Then it is my tormentor who has sent you. In that case, be gone.”
 
   “I cannot leave until I have delivered Shinzan’s message and you give your reply,” he said. 
 
   “You will leave if I wish it,” Garnak countered. “Do not let this withered form deceive you. I am far from powerless.”
 
   The dragon shifted its head to face Hronso, gradually opening its maw to reveal teeth that were black and chipped. A red glow at the back of its throat was warning enough for Hronso to know what was about to happen. But he was prepared for this.
 
   As quickly as his weakened condition would allow, he withdrew an egg-sized green stone from the pouch on his belt. As he did so, a massive stream of fire erupted from the dragon, completely engulfing him. Not that it made much difference. Though he could feel the intense heat, there was no harm at all done to his clothes or flesh. For a full minute the onslaught of fire persisted. Finally, with a deep heaving breath that sent a ball of flames exploding just where the cave began to narrow, the dragon gave up. 
 
   Hronso gave a thin smile. “As you can see, I am unharmed. So you have little choice but to hear me out.”
 
   Garnak glared at him hatefully while snorting a final puff of black smoke. “Relay your message then. But do not expect me to respond quickly. Your return home depends upon an answer, so I hope time is something you have in abundance.”
 
   Hronso shrugged. “Take all the time you wish. Though you may change your mind once you hear what I have to say.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “The Eternal Emperor Shinzan calls you into service,” he announced ceremoniously. “He wishes you to fight on his behalf.”
 
   A low rumble shook the cave, causing small bits of rubble to fall from the ceiling. Slowly the rumble transformed into cavernous laughter. 
 
   “This is why you are here?” mocked Garnak. “To enlist my help?”
 
   “It is,” Hronso affirmed. “And in return you shall receive that for which you have so dearly desired for so long. Shinzan shall end your suffering and allow you to die.”
 
   The laughter ceased, and was followed by a long silence. “And how do I know he will keep his word?” Garnak eventually asked.
 
   “Because when your task is complete, your life will no longer matter to him. Shinzan will not care if you die.”
 
   The dragon's eyes narrowed, as if searching Hronso for deception. “These words come from you, not your master,” it stated.
 
   “True,” he admitted. “But I know Shinzan better than anyone. And though I do not claim to read his thoughts, I do know his motivations. He will honor this agreement. Of this I am certain.”
 
   “And how will I fight? You see my condition. I am cut off from all strength. Unless he brings his enemies to me here, I can do nothing.”
 
   Hronso held up the stone still in his hand. “This will make you strong again and enable you to leave this place.”
 
   Garnak blew out a contemptuous breath of hot air. “You think me a fool? It will enslave my will and leave me at the mercy of the vilest creature ever to plague this world.”
 
   It was Hronso's turn to laugh. “And how bad would that be compared to the state you are in already? At least this way you can finally see an end to your suffering. The power contained within this stone comes directly from Shinzan. Yes, it will connect you to him so that you may carry out his will. But it is not infinite. Once the power is spent…you will die.”
 
   This time, the general's words appeared to make an impact. Garnak closed his eyes and his voice softened almost to a dreamy, faraway quality. “To die. To at last be at peace. To feel my spirit fly free to seek an everlasting ocean of oblivion.” 
 
   After several minutes of deep contemplation, his eyes cracked open just enough to see Hronso still holding the stone. “Very well. Shinzan has won. After so many years of existing in this hell, death is an offer that cannot be refused. Do what you must. I am his to command.”
 
   Hronso nodded. “It was an inevitable choice.” He drew his dagger and approached the dragon. “Once it is done, it will take some time for you to regain your strength.”
 
   “Time is all I have, elf.”
 
   Hronso growled inwardly. He was finding Garnak's repeated referrals to him being an elf more than a touch irritating; it had been a very long time since he'd had the right to call himself by that title. But he knew that the dragon was only doing this to strike back at him. The fact that Hronso was a slave of Shinzan was sufficient in itself to inspire hatred. This would be a tumultuous journey for both of them. Two creatures - each filled with hate for one another, for themselves, and most of all for their master - set a task to end everything they had once loved.
 
   He placed the tip of the dagger against the left side of Garnak’s neck. The flesh yielded easily as he made a four inch cut. Only a few small drops of blood issued forth. Then, with the tip of his finger, he peeled back the flesh. 
 
   “Prepare yourself,” he warned.
 
   “Just get on with it,” Garnak demanded.
 
   Hronso pushed the crystal home, forcing it deep within the dragon’s soft tissue. 
 
   The effect was instantaneous. Garnak's enfeebled body burst to life. Thrashing wildly, his huge head slammed into Hronso, sending him flying across the entire breadth of the cavern and thudding into the far jagged wall. The dragon's deafening roars of agony and accompanying blasts of flame shook loose large chunks of the ceiling. As these came crashing down, a six inch wide fissure split the floor completely in two.
 
   Badly stunned, Hronso remained where he had fallen as Garnak continued to writhe and roar for another half an hour. Then he became still. The transformation was complete. His scales were no longer sickly and grey, but as brilliant as polished silver. Once again he was a young dragon – strong and ferocious. 
 
   At last, the general struggled to his feet. “Can you hear me, dragon?” 
 
   The only reply he received was a low growl. The spells had been lifted, and Garnak would speak no more.
 
   Hronso could hear his master laughing softly in his mind. He was pleased. Without doubt it would take time for the creature to fully absorb Shinzan’s power. But once it did, the results would be devastating.
 
   Lumnia would know terror such as had not been seen since the fall of the Five Kingdoms.
 
    
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   King Ganix could feel his nerves beginning to fray as they penetrated the fog surrounding Borgen. This was sure to be a difficult meeting. Bringing humans to their island was one thing. But to bring an elf…
 
   He turned his attention to Keira, who was calmly pulling the oars of their small boat. She seemed completely unconcerned about the situation.
 
   She regarded the king and laughed softly. “Are you afraid that your people will harm me?”
 
   Ganix was taken slightly aback. He had not voiced his concerns to her. Though, as they had traveled, he had found Keira to be quite perceptive. “No. I doubt that,” he responded. “But it will certainly be an uncomfortable introduction.”
 
   “You are their king, are you not?”
 
   “I am,” he affirmed. “But I must take the feelings and fears of those I rule into consideration. There has been no contact between our people for hundreds of years. And even then it was not a pleasant encounter.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “Would you have me wait for you out of sight?”
 
   Ganix had actually given this some serious thought, but rejected the idea on principle. “No. If we are to have a peace between us, such meetings are inevitable. The problem here is that this is a secret place. Even most dwarves do not know of its existence.”
 
   Keira shook her head and smiled. “Borgen is not a secret. At least, not from my people. We’ve known of it ever since it was first built.”
 
   “How is that so?”
 
   “Borgen was a dwarf stronghold for a very long time,” she explained. “I don’t know much of your history, but I know that my people feared it.”
 
   “Why would they fear Borgen?”
 
   “It was a place of great and terrible power,” she replied. “Or at least, that’s what is said. It was a home to machines of fire and steel. Your kind slaughtered many elves with the craft born from here.”
 
   Ganix was unsure how to respond. He had no doubt that she was probably right. His ancestors would have surely used Borgen as a base of operations. And now his own people were attempting to resurrect the very machines that had been employed to kill countless numbers of elves. 
 
   Keira sensed his apprehension. “It is the distant past,” she added. “I do not hold you responsible for things in which you played no part. And whatever you fear I will witness while visiting here, rest assured that I will be unmoved. I care nothing for your tinkering. With the current state of your people, you will likely do yourselves far more harm than anything you might inflict on the elves.”
 
   Ganix bristled at this unintended insult. “I’ll have you know that we have come quite far in our attempts to revive the crafts of our ancestors.”
 
   Keira cocked her head. “Truly? Then I am anxious to see what you have accomplished. We had assumed that your decline was absolute.”
 
   Ganix sniffed. “Our decline, as you put it, has been anything but.”
 
   As the fog lifted and they passed through the cloak hiding the island from sight, Ganix couldn't help but notice how unimpressed Keira remained. In fact, she looked as if she had actually been expecting Borgen to suddenly appear. This time, however, he kept his thoughts to himself and merely directed her to steer their vessel to the southern tip of the island.
 
   On drawing closer to the coast, Ganix spotted the wreckage from a sailing craft protruding from the water. At once, fear gripped him. Someone had found Borgen. But who?  
 
   Keira noticed as well. “I will see who sailed it,” she said. Without awaiting a reply, she stood up and dived cleanly into the ocean, leaving Ganix staring after her.
 
   Within seconds she had vanished into the depths. Ganix could only wait and hope that she returned safely. Explaining her death would not be an easy task. Particularly considering that her father was the elf leader. 
 
   Three nail-biting minutes passed before her head broke the surface. After letting out a loud gasp, she climbed nimbly back into the boat.
 
   “It is an Imperial ship,” she announced between gulps of air. “It would seem that Borgen is no longer a secret after all.”
 
   The moment the bottom of their boat scraped the shore, Ganix leapt out and drew a dwarf rod from his belt.
 
   “Calm yourself, Your Highness,” Keira told him. “You won’t learn what has happened if you are dead.” She pointed to an outcropping of rock straight ahead. “Four men are just on the other side.”
 
   At once Ganix crouched low, his grip on the rod so tight that his knuckles cracked. “Soldiers?”
 
   Keira shrugged. “Perhaps. But don’t worry. They don’t know we’re here. From what I can tell they’ve been abandoned and are completely alone.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   She smiled and touched her right ear. “Humans are quite loud. Almost as loud as dwarves.”
 
   Ganix strained to hear the concealed men, but the only sounds that came to him were the crashing of the waves and the cries of the tree manlilu.
 
   “Don’t bother,” she said. “My senses are far superior. Just trust me when I say they are there. But I would know what you would have us do? Will you allow them to live?”
 
   Ganix thought on this for a moment. “No. But I do have questions that need answering.”
 
   “Then you should wait here,” she told him. “I cannot protect you and restrain all four humans at the same time.”
 
   “I only need one alive,” he said. “I can help you deal with the others.” He tapped the rod with his finger.
 
   Keira paused, then nodded sharply. “As you wish.” She drew a long dagger from her belt and started off toward the rocks. 
 
   Ganix followed her as quietly as possible. He couldn't help but admire the way the elf woman moved – barely leaving an impression in the sand as she took her silent steps. Her motions were graceful and fluid. And yet she radiated an inner strength that seemed as if she was filled with the very power of Lumnia itself. It was like she had been created from magic.
 
   Now closer, Ganix could hear the humans talking in hushed whispers, though he couldn’t yet make out what they were saying. The rocks were roughly fifty feet from the shore line on one side, and an equal distance from the trees on the other. Keira caught Ganix's eye and pointed him to the right, then crept off to the left. Ganix did as instructed, rounding the right hand side of the rocks with his rod at the ready. Just before the humans came into view, he could at last hear their conversation clearly. He paused to listen. Keira, seeing this, halted as well.
 
   “Do you think the dwarves are coming?” asked a young sounding voice. 
 
   An older man huffed. “You ask me that just one more time and you won’t need to wait for them. I’ll kill you myself. Like I said. The captain will come back for us. You’ll see.”
 
   “You’re dreaming,” said a third man. “You saw the same thing I did. I doubt the captain even made it back to port. The bloody dwarves blasted a hole in the ship big enough to drive a wagon through.”
 
   “He’ll be back,” the other man insisted. “If anyone could keep her afloat, it’s the captain.”
 
   “Too bad we didn’t have one of those dwarf boats,” remarked a fourth man with a thin raspy voice. “Have you ever heard of anything like that before?”
 
   This was met by silence. 
 
   Ganix had heard enough. After quickly nodding over to Keira, he charged into view.
 
   The four soldiers were sat huddled in a tight circle, their weapons on the ground beside them. Ganix's bullish approach caught them completely off-guard. They had barely grabbed their swords and jumped to their feet when he let loose a bolt of blue lightning from his rod, killing one soldier immediately. He was about to aim at the next one when Keira raced in from behind. They had not heard her coming and had no time to react. Afraid that he might accidentally hit the elf, Ganix lowered his weapon.
 
   Keira's movements were so fast, they were little more than a blur. After plunging her dagger into the nearest foe's heart, she then spun around on her toes and slit the next man’s throat before he could so much as utter a gasp. The remaining soldier, seeing his comrades fall in such rapid succession, immediately tossed his weapon down and dropped to his knees. He was far younger than the others – in his early twenties. Ganix reckoned him to be the first voice he had heard. 
 
   “I surrender,” he cried out. “Please don’t kill me.”
 
   Keira shoved him hard down onto his back with the flat of her foot and pressed her blood stained blade against his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his teeth, awaiting the killing stroke.
 
   “You will answer our questions, yes?” Keira said, her tone calm and even.
 
   Sensing that he might yet escape with his life after all, the soldier cracked open his eyes. His words gushed out. “Yes. Yes. I’ll tell you anything if you promise not to kill me.” 
 
   Ganix knelt beside the young man. He should have felt pity. But the fact that the Empire had found this place and had attacked it filled him with rage. Nonetheless, he managed to choke down his emotions and speak calmly. “Soon my people will be here to collect us. You will come with us without resistance. Struggle and my elf companion will see that your death is both long and painful. Am I making myself clear?”
 
   The youth looked at the king with terror filled eyes. “I’ll do whatever you say. I swear I will. Please, I just want to go home.” Tears streamed down his grime covered face. At this moment he looked more like a distraught, lost child than an enemy soldier.
 
   “Your Highness,” came a voice from a short distance away.
 
   Ganix turned to see a young dwarf carrying a large two-handed axe. Behind him stood ten others armed with smaller axes, hammers, and dwarf rods. The captive human was completely ignored. All of their eyes were fixed on Keira. Quickly overcoming their astonishment at seeing one of their ancient enemies on the island, the group surged forward to attack. Ganix hastily sprang to his feet and spread his arms wide.
 
   “Halt!” he commanded. “This elf is my guest and is not to be harmed.”
 
    The onrushing dwarves stopped short, though with bewildered expressions on their faces. Apparently untroubled by the display of aggression, Keira rose slowly and sheathed her blade. 
 
   “Take the soldier and hold him,” Ganix continued. “Then bring me to Rakaal.”
 
   The lead dwarf lowered his eyes. “Rakaal is dead, Your Highness.”
 
   Ganix felt a cold pain stab into his stomach. “Dead? How?”
 
   The dwarf pointed to the human. “When they attacked, we repelled them by using the three remaining boats. Rakaal insisted on going with us and was sadly consumed by a fire blower during the battle.”
 
   The news of his cousin's fate struck Ganix like a blow to the face. His legs began to wobble, but Keira was at his side in a flash to steady him. 
 
   “I’m fine,” he said weakly after a moment or two. He took a deep breath before looking up. “Take the human and secure him. I will need to question him later. But first, tell me who leads you now?”
 
   “Hanvir, Your Highness,” the lead dwarf replied. “I’ll bring you to him at once.”
 
   Two of his men dragged the still trembling soldier to his feet and together they set off toward the center of the island. 
 
   The entrance descending into the interior was guarded by six more dwarves. As with the first group, they initially regarded Keira with a mixture of astonishment and hostility. Ganix noticed that she did not display any kind of reaction when the doors slid open to reveal the metal staircase.
 
   “Does none of this seem unusual to you?” he asked.
 
   She shrugged. “All dwarf craft is unusual.” 
 
   After winding their way through the corridors for a time, the soldier was placed in a room completely stripped of all furnishings. Ganix instructed two dwarves to guard the door until his return. He was then led on to a small workshop that, with only a single table lining the rear wall, was barely a quarter of the size of the one Rakaal had been using during his last visit to the island. From the ceiling hung several unidentifiable items, most of which had been partially disassembled. 
 
   Over to the right, a lone dwarf was seated behind a metal desk, his deep set eyes focused intently on a leather bound book. His salt and pepper hair was disheveled, and his normally clean shaven face was covered in short stubble. After a moment he glanced up at the king and closed the book. 
 
   “You can leave us,” Ganix told his escort. 
 
   “This is all your fault,” Hanvir began, his jaw tight. “You led them right to us.”
 
   Having set the tone, he rose and retrieved two chairs from the corner, placing them both in front of the desk. Ganix remained silent as he and Keira took a seat. Once back behind the desk, Hanvir removed a folded parchment from a drawer and pushed it contemptuously across to the king.
 
   “These were Rakaal’s final words,” he stated. “It is addressed to you.”
 
   Ganix stared at the parchment for several seconds before opening it. 
 
   “He left it in case he was killed during the assault,” Hanvir added.
 
   While Ganix carefully read the page, a single tear fell down his cheek and was soon lost as it soaked into his beard. “I am so sorry that this happened,” he said when finished, refolding the message and placing it into his pocket.
 
   “Are you?” challenged Hanvir. “You brought strangers here once. And they led the Emperor directly to us.” He flicked a hand in Keira's direction. “And now....now you bring an elf!”
 
   “Ethan and his friends did not betray us,” countered Ganix.
 
   “Then how can you explain what happened?”   
 
   “What did happen?” asked Ganix.
 
   Hanvir’s eyes darted from Keira to Ganix. “I will not speak further in front of her.”
 
   Ganix stiffened. “You will do as I command,” His tone was suddenly hard and unyielding. “Regardless of what you might feel at this moment, I am still your king.”
 
   The pair locked eyes while Keira sat impassively through their conflict. Finally, with a deep grumble, Hanvir yielded.
 
   “It happened two weeks after you left,” he began. “A fleet of thirty Imperial warships penetrated the barrier. At first we hoped they were unaware of us. Rakaal advised patience, hoping they would simply pass through. But soon it became evident they would not.”
 
   “Did Rakaal believe us betrayed?” asked Ganix. 
 
   “Initially no,” he replied. “But after they landed, they knew exactly where the entrance to the island was hidden and immediately began trying to break it down.”
 
   Ganix considered this for a moment. There was no way the entrance could have been found without aid. But he was certain that Ethan would not have betrayed him. In fact, he knew for sure that he had crossed the sea and was now in the Dragon Wastes. 
 
   “We immediately launched the three remaining craft and attacked the Imperial ships,” Hanvir continued. “I tried to stop Rakaal from going with them, but he refused to listen.” He paused, choking back his sorrow. “We sank their fleet and killed all who dared to tread upon our home. But it was at great cost. Now it has fallen upon me to lead us.”
 
   Ganix regarded the dwarf for a long moment. He knew Hanvir well. He had been Rakaal’s brightest student and had lived on Borgen since he was a small boy. The pain he was barely masking was unfathomable. “You are right that we were betrayed,” admitted Ganix. “But I do not think it was Ethan Dragonvein, or any of his companions.”
 
   “Who then?” His eyes shot to Keira
 
   “Yes, there are elves who know of this place,” said Keira. “But you have my word that the Emperor did not learn of it from us.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to trust you?” scoffed Hanvir. 
 
   Keira flicked her wrist. “Trust whatever you please. But I would remind you that Shinzan is powerful beyond anything you can imagine. There are more possibilities than you may be aware of. And perhaps questioning the captive human would be more productive than casting baseless accusations about.”
 
   Hanvir was clearly fuming at Keira's relaxed attitude and perceived glib remarks. “Your Highness,” he said, his eyes still fixed firmly on the elf. “We have questioned several soldiers already. All we have learned is that the fleet received the location of Borgen, along with orders to mount an assault, shortly after you departed. They didn’t appear to expect much in the way of resistance, otherwise they would have come better prepared.”
 
   “We will question him anyway,” said Ganix. “Then kill him.”
 
   At that moment, a commotion from outside the room snatched their attention. A couple of seconds later the door flew open and a young human boy burst in. Ganix recognized him at once as the lad they had brought from the smugglers' vessel. 
 
   “Poul,” snapped Hanvir. “What do you think you are doing?”
 
   The boy’s hands were balled into fists - his face a picture of resolve. “I want to speak to the king,” he stated. 
 
   Hanvir sighed. “We’ve been over this many times. You are to remain here in Borgen, and that is the end of it. So please leave us” 
 
   But the boy held his ground. Eventually, Hanvir sighed again and waved him closer. “Very well. Here he is. But it will do you no good.”
 
   Ganix glanced questioningly at Hanvir as the boy strode up and bowed low. Hanvir merely shook his head in exasperation.
 
   “Your Highness,” said Poul. “I wish to go to Elyfoss and join the fight against the Emperor.”
 
   Ganix was taken aback. “And why would you want to do that?”
 
   “They killed Rakaal,” he responded, his young voice dripping with malice.
 
   “Rakaal took a keen interest in the lad and had begun to educate him,” explained Hanvir. 
 
   “He was the only person ever to treat me with kindness,” added Poul. “I would have his death avenged.”
 
   Ganix regarded the boy, smiling warmly. “Rakaal was indeed a kind soul. Though I am a bit surprised he would take a human under his wing.”
 
   Poul shifted his feet. “He said it wasn’t my fault…being human, I mean. He said I should have been born a dwarf.”
 
   This elicited a laugh from the old king. “Did he now? And you think going off to fight is the best way to honor him?”
 
   “I…I only want…” Tears began to well in his eyes as he searched for a suitable reply.
 
   “Tell me, Hanvir,” said Ganix. “Does the boy show potential?”
 
   Hanvir smiled. “He does indeed. Rakaal was wise to teach him. What's more, I have offered to continue his education. But he keeps insisting on this foolishness of running off to fight.”
 
   Ganix leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “You seriously would want to fight your own kind, boy?”
 
   “I hate that I’m a human,” he hissed. “I’d kill them all if I could.”
 
   Ganix’s eyes darkened. “Never say that again. Do you understand?”
 
   Poul opened his mouth to speak, but Ganix silenced him with a raised hand. “You are never to feel shame for what you are.” As the boy's tears fell, Ganix’s face softened. “However, as Rakaal deemed you worthy, I will grant you an honor. You are now to consider yourself a kin to my people. Do you know what this means?”
 
   The boy wiped his eyes and shook his head. “No, Your Highness.”
 
   “It means that you are now a dwarf in all but form. Your body may be human, but your spirit dwells with us. I hereby grant you full rights and privileges enjoyed by any dwarf who lives under my rule.”
 
   The boy was speechless for several seconds, his eyes wide and tears quickly drying. “Thank you, Your Highness,” he said finally. “Does this mean I can go to Elyfoss?”
 
   Ganix turned to Hanvir. “Is Borgen still defensible?”
 
   “Very much so,” he said. “Our boats are damaged, but not beyond repair. And we have food enough to last for some time. Should the Imperials return, we will sink their ships before their boots even scrape the sands.”
 
   “In that case,” said Ganix, returning his attention to Poul, “You are commanded to remain here and assist Hanvir.” 
 
   “But, Your Highness,” Poul protested. “Why can’t I –?”  
 
   “With rights and privileges comes responsibility and duty,” Ganix said, cutting him short. “I am your king now. And your king has commanded you. Now go. I’m sure you have work to attend to.”
 
   Poul stood stiff for a moment before bowing low. “Yes, Your Highness.” His tone was a strange mixture of elation and disappointment.
 
   As the boy reached the door, Ganix called after him. “Remember this, Poul. The more you learn, the more you will honor Rakaal’s memory.”
 
   The boy nodded. “Then I will study even harder.”
 
   Hanvir smiled as the door closed. “Thank you, Your Highness. Poul has been unbearable since Rakaal’s death. I never thought a human could hold such love for our kind.”
 
   “Humans are a strange race,” said Keira. “And unpredictable. Why have them among you?”
 
   “The same has been said of elves many times,” responded Ganix. “And yet here you are.”
 
   Hanvir was quick to jump in. “Which begs the question, why?” he said. “It was unusual enough when you brought Lord Dragonvein here, though we at least understood the reason for that. But now you bring an elf into our midst.”
 
   “The time for old hatreds and fears is at an end,” Ganix told him. “Whatever our past disputes may have been, we now have a common enemy. One which we must overcome or it will destroy us all. I have formed a truce with the elves. One that I expect you and all those who live under my authority to honor.” He went on to tell of his battle with the Imperial army, and of his subsequent meeting with Keira's father.
 
   At the end of it, Hanvir still appeared unconvinced. He furled his brow. “So you are saying that we should now welcome elves here - a place that even most dwarves do not know the existence of?”
 
   Ganix leaned in and leveled his gaze. “I am saying that should a thousand elves swim onto the shore, you will open the doors and welcome them all as allies.”
 
   Hanvir turned to Keira. “And what of your people? Will they honor the peace?”
 
   Despite Hanvir’s skeptical tone, Keira's expression remained steady. Her voice was firm. “My father has made peace with your king. No elf will ever dishonor him by breaking it, even though many of us will fear this alliance. In fact, I am counted among them. But my fears are outweighed by the coming doom. My father is wise – more so than you can imagine. If he sees no other way, then I must accept his judgement.”
 
   Hanvir studied her face for a long moment before returning his attention back to the king. “And do you think there is hope for victory?”
 
   Ganix shrugged. “Hope? Perhaps. We may not possess the strength to destroy Shinzan. But it has been decided that our people will no longer suffer a slow death. We shall either be liberated, or meet our fate.” 
 
   “And what of Borgen?” Hanvir pressed on. “Shall we abandon our work? Clearly Shinzan is aware of us. What shall become of this place?
 
   “Shinzan will not come here,” Ganix told him. “As I understand it, he is bound to his source of power, which lies somewhere close to his palace. But I leave the final decision up to you, Hanvir. Should you feel at any time that you cannot hold Borgen, then you have my leave to flee and seek refuge in Elyfoss.”
 
   “Why not simply move the island?” Keira suggested.
 
   Both Ganix and Hanvir stared at her, utterly bewildered. 
 
   After a short pause, Hanvir gave a mocking laugh. “Move the island? And just how do you propose we do that?”
 
   It took a moment for Keira to realize that the two dwarves were genuine in their reaction. “Have you lost all knowledge of your past?” she asked them. “Surely you are aware that Borgen is more than just an island.” On receiving no response to this, she burst into laughter. “And to think we have continued to fear this place.”
 
   Ganix could see Hanvir’s irritation building. He spoke quickly before anger seized the moment. “Please explain to us what you mean. As far as we know, Borgen was where our forefathers built and housed their technology. We have spent many years here and have not found anything to suggest it was ever something else.”
 
   Keira shook her head. “This place was once far more than that. It roamed the oceans, ravaging the coast. Nothing could stop it.”
 
   Hanvir narrowed his eyes. “And how did you come by this information?”
 
   Keira waved her hand casually. “It is a tale long told amongst my people. We fought the dwarves of Borgen many times; it was the one place that remained unconquered by us. They held the island against all our assaults, but then for some reason, later abandoned it.”
 
   “Are you certain your legends are accurate?” asked Ganix.
 
   “As certain as one can be when telling such tales,” she replied. “If you are asking am I certain that the island once moved, then the answer is yes. That much I do not doubt.”
 
   Excitement was building in Hanvir’s eyes. “Your Highness, if this is true it would be a devastating blow to Shinzan.”
 
   Ganix was a touch less enthusiastic. “Yes. But only if you could puzzle out how to make it move. Rakaal was here longer than anyone, and he didn’t even know that it was capable of such a thing.”
 
   “But Rakaal never thought to look,” Hanvir countered. “His focus was solely on the artefacts the island held, not the island itself.”
 
   “Well, you are certainly free to try,” Ganix said, waving a hand. “But as it has taken many years to get even the smallest of items to function for just a short time before bursting into flames, I do not think you will discover anything in time to aid our coming conflict.”
 
   “Perhaps the answers are buried in the Dragon Wastes along with your vessel,” Keira suggested.
 
   Once again, the other two looked confused. She let out an exasperated sigh. “I assume that you know your people did not spawn from Lumnia; that you are from a distant star.”
 
   “Some of us do,” admitted Ganix. “Certainly those here on Borgen. But so many important details have been lost to time.”
 
   “Are you saying that the ship that brought us here still exists?” asked Hanvir. In contrast to Ganix's more cautious approach, his excitement was clearly building to a near uncontrollable level. 
 
   “I don’t see why it shouldn’t,” answered Keira.
 
   Hanvir and Ganix fell silent for a brief interlude while contemplating the magnitude of what she had just told them. 
 
   Without warning, Hanvir sprang from his seat and raced to the door. “I’ll be back,” he called out, his voice trembling.
 
   A few minutes later he returned with a long, rolled parchment. As Hanvir spread it out on the desk, Ganix could see that it was a map of the known lands of Lumnia, along with several large islands he had never seen. 
 
   “This was Rakaal’s,” Hanvir told them. “He copied it from an ancient map he found here when he was young.” He placed his finger approximately where Borgen would be and traced it west until reaching the Dragon Wastes. Roughly in the center of this area was a large red dot with the word ‘Sichean’ written above it. “Rakaal taught me that in the old language it meant foundation,” he continued. “But now I'm thinking perhaps a closer definition might be beginning, or even home.”
 
   Ganix scrutinized the map for a while. Rakaal had painstakingly detailed every area. He looked to Keira. “Is this where you think our ship is?”
 
   She spread her hands. “I cannot say for sure. But it would seem the most logical place.”
 
   “We must go there,” said Hanvir. “Please, Your Highness. Let me come with you.”
 
   Ganix met his eyes; they were wild with exhilaration. All the same, Hanvir was right. They must go there. “How soon can we be ready?” he asked.
 
   “At once,” he replied eagerly. “Two of the boats need some repair. But one is completely undamaged.”
 
   The king nodded. “Then gather five others to accompany us. We will depart tomorrow.”
 
   Without another word, Hanvir bowed and sped from the room.
 
   A moment later two dwarves entered to escort Ganix and Keira to their separate quarters. Once there, Ganix stripped off his clothing. After a wash and a meal he stretched out on his bed, staring vacantly at the ceiling. There was still the matter of questioning the human he must attend to, but first he needed to still his mind. Though he didn’t show it outwardly, his heart was currently in the strangest of places - both aching badly from news of Rakaal’s death, but stirred immensely by the prospect of finding another piece of his people’s past.
 
   “I wish you could be there when we find it, old friend,” he muttered quietly. 
 
   Struggling to his feet, he left an order with the guard outside his door to wake him in three hours, even though he could feel his old bones were crying out for a much longer respite. As he pulled the blanket tight around him, he tried to imagine what they might find in the Dragon Wastes. At that moment, Shinzan, Ethan Dragonvein, the elves - in fact everything that had been consuming his mind in recent times - seemed relatively unimportant. 
 
   A tiny smile formed on his lips as the darkness of sleep pulled him in, filling his mind with dreams of wonder and awe.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Ethan sat on the porch watching Markus and Lylinora talking quietly a short distance away under the shade of an apple tree. Over the past several weeks the two of them had grown quite close. And though they would never admit it openly, Ethan suspected that their relationship had become intimate. On quite a few occasions they had disappeared for several hours, returning flushed and disheveled. He had asked Markus what had changed between them, but his friend would only give vague answers and was always quick to change the subject.
 
   The door to the cabin opened and Kat stepped out to take a seat beside him. She had shed her jeans and tee-shirt in favor of a pair of loose fitting cotton trousers and a blouse: a choice she was now able to make. When first arriving back on Lumnia, all the clothes she had left behind were naturally sized for a thirteen year-old girl. But to the surprise of everyone, Renald had expertly refitted them for her. As it turned out, the old mage was quite the seamstress – a result of mending his own clothing for the past five-hundred years. 
 
   Kat reached across and took Ethan's hand. “No lessons?”
 
   He smiled over at her. “Renald is working with Jake and Val today. And I think Lylinora needed a day to rest.”
 
   “You mean a day to spend alone with Markus,” she corrected. “Speaking of which, I thought we could eat dinner on the boat tonight.”
 
   “Just the two of us?” asked Ethan.
 
   Her smile became soft and seductive. “Of course. Unless you want to invite Renald.”
 
   Ethan’s heart began to race. They had yet to consummate their relationship – though they had come very close on several occasions. That they hadn't done so was all down to him. For some mysterious reason he was reluctant to rush things. His feelings for her were undoubtedly as strong as ever, and he thought of her constantly. Even so, something was holding him back. A tiny voice in the back of his mind kept telling him to wait; to be patient. This did not sit well with Kat, who had done everything she could to seduce him each time they were alone. 
 
   She rose from her chair and straddled his lap. “And this time you’re mine,” she stated, kissing him long and deep. Her tongue played teasingly with his as she ran her fingers through his hair. 
 
   The effect on Ethan was instantaneous. He was acutely aware of his manhood swelling in response, and of his heart pounding furiously as the passion of her kiss increased.
 
   “Enough, you two!” Markus called across light-heartedly. “The sun’s not even set.”
 
   Their mouths parted, but Kat's eyes locked onto Ethan’s. Her hips wriggled suggestively across his lap. “Is that enough?” she asked, a mischievous grin on her face.
 
   Ethan could barely utter a sound. He wanted her so badly, it was taking every ounce of willpower he possessed to stop himself from dragging her away and ravaging her immediately. 
 
   “For now,” was all he could manage to gasp.
 
   Kat slid from his lap and sauntered away in the direction of the shore. Ethan could clearly see the look of disapproval on Lylinora’s face as Kat passed by. More than once she had scolded them both for such public displays. At first Ethan had thought it was said out of jealousy, but soon it became evident that she simply didn’t think it proper for a young lady to behave in such an openly sexual manner. His mother on Earth had possessed much the same attitude. Anytime they passed a couple kissing on the pavement she would scowl and look at Ethan. “I hope you never have anything to do with women like that,” she would say. “It’s just shameful.” 
 
   Mother would definitely not have approved of his new love.
 
   After a moment, Lylinora sprang to her feet and hurried after the departing Kat. Most probably to give her another scolding, Ethan thought. Markus joined him on the porch and tossed him an apple. 
 
   “Funny how things turn out,” his friend remarked. 
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Ethan. “You and Lylinora. I wouldn’t have guessed.”
 
   “I don’t mean us,” Markus said. “I mean you and Kat. To think how much she wished for the pair of you to be together. And now here you are.” He regarded his friend. “I assume you feel the same way about her.”
 
   Ethan was unsure how to answer. “I…I care for her. Deeply. More than I ever have for anyone, in fact. But something is missing.”
 
   Markus frowned. “Missing? Like what?”
 
   “I’m not sure. It’s like I feel I should be…I don’t know. More.”
 
   Markus chuckled. “Feeling a bit inadequate, are you? Can’t say I blame you. If you want the truth, Kat’s way out of your league.”
 
   Ethan wanted to dispute what he had said, but it was true. The depth of Kat's love was made obvious by a simple glance. She had waited for him for five years. The last girl he'd cared for hadn’t bothered waiting for him at all. “I just don’t understand her,” he said. “Why me? What does she see in me?”
 
   Markus shrugged. “Who knows what women see? My advice is that you count your blessings and just go with it. You’re not going to find another one like her any time soon.”
 
   Ethan knew that his friend was right. After taking a bite from the apple and leaning back in his chair, he nodded over to where Lylinora and Kat were now strolling off together. “I wonder what they’re talking about.” 
 
   “You, of course,” replied Markus. “And from what Lylinora told me, you have one hell of a night in store.”
 
   Before Ethan could manage a reply, Renald appeared from around the corner of the house. Jake and Val were following close behind. Both carried sour expressions. 
 
   “I see things went as well as always,” observed Markus.
 
   Renald glared. “I don’t need to hear from you. Why are you here anyway? Shouldn’t you be off hacking someone with a sword or some other nonsense?”
 
   “I’m here to make you smile, old man,” Markus told him. “It’s my sole purpose.”
 
   Renald always targeted Markus when he was in a foul mood – which was often. But Markus didn’t seem in the least bothered by the insults. In fact, they usually made him laugh.
 
   “You want to make me smile? Then stay away from my porch,” the old man growled before disappearing inside. 
 
   Jake and Val pressed their backs to the wall of the house and slid down into seated positions. 
 
   “What happened?” asked Ethan.
 
   “He’s just a mean old fucking bastard,” grumbled Jake. “I swear, I almost choked the son-of-a- bitch.”
 
   Ethan tried to contain his amusement. “Calm down. I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” Jake shot back. “He turned a fucking wolf loose on us. Damn thing was breathing fire. It almost tore Val’s leg off.”
 
   Ethan looked down at her leg, but could see no injury. “Are you hurt?”
 
   Val shook her head. “I’m fine. Renald made it disappear before anything bad happened.” She turned to her brother. “You shouldn’t have tried to hit him.”
 
   Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You tried to hit Renald?”
 
   “Damn right,” said Jake. 
 
   “I’d liked to have seen that,” said Markus, grinning.
 
   “Renald wrapped him in a cloud of green smoke and held him there until he calmed down,” explained Val. She turned back to her brother. “But there was really no reason for you to get so angry. I wasn’t hurt.”
 
   He was in no mood to be pacified. “I’m sick and tired of his bullshit, Val. Nothing we do is good enough. I’m trying as hard as I can. I think I’m doing just fine. Even Lylinora says so.”
 
   His words were justified. Both he and Val had already mastered several minor spells and were well on their way to learning more advanced, offensive incantations. Val had managed to create a whirlwind strong enough to lift her brother off his feet. And Jake had begun making fist-sized balls of flames that he was able to send flying several yards before they exploded.  
 
   “Just relax,” said Markus. “He’s an old man. And he has a lot on his mind.”
 
   Jake snorted and pushed himself up. “Well, he better hope that I never learn to get out of that damn smoke. Because if I do, I’m going to beat the shit out of him.” With that, he stormed off toward the shore.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” said Val. “He’s always been a hot head.”
 
   “What he doesn’t understand,” began Ethan, “Is that nothing would make Renald happier than if he learned how to free himself. Renald may be a grumpy old man, but the fact is, sooner or later we’ll have to face Shinzan. And right now, he’d slaughter us without breaking a sweat.”
 
   “What do you think we should do?” asked Val.
 
   “I wish I knew,” Ethan replied somberly. 
 
   “Do you think Martok can help?” Markus asked him.
 
   “Maybe. But I’m hoping to find a way without him.”
 
   Martok’s voice had been quiet of late. Though Ethan could feel that he was still listening to his thoughts. What at first had been a constant pressure in his mind to allow his ancestor to come forth had now dwindled to a distant whisper. A reminder that he was still there, waiting to be summoned.
 
   “He scares you, doesn’t he,” said Markus.
 
   “Yes,” Ethan admitted. “I know he helped me. But my gut tells me not to trust him.”
 
   Markus nodded. “So you think maybe you could lose control to him?”
 
   “That’s what bothers me. Heather warned me that I might become trapped inside my own spirit. But I’m not sure how that would happen. It would be easy to allow Martok to…to come out. But I don’t know if I could ever put him back again.”
 
   “He offered to teach you, didn’t he?”
 
   “Yes. But even when I see him inside my mind, I can feel him wanting to take over.”
 
   “Then it’s best you keep him where he is,” advised Markus. “At least until you find out more.” 
 
   After a pause his serious expression suddenly brightened. He slapped Ethan on the shoulder. “But right now, you have other things to think about. We need to get you ready for your big night.”
 
   Val laughed. “So you’re finally going to stop playing hard to get with Kat? It’s about time.”
 
   “I wish you two would stop worrying about what goes on between us,” Ethan told her. Val and Jake’s casual attitude about sex made him uneasy. But they were from a different era. One far less repressed than his own time.
 
   Val smiled up at him. “All I know is that if you don’t make a move, sooner or later, Jake will.”
 
   A flash of anger passed through Ethan. “I’ll make a move when I’m good and ready. And Jake had better keep his damn hands to himself.”
 
   Val looked pleased that her teasing was getting to him. “Well, he’s only human. And I mean, Kat’s gorgeous. And you…well…” 
 
   The implication of her words hung in the air.
 
   “What are you talking about?” grinned Markus. “Ethan may be on the scrawny side, but he’s a reasonably good looking guy. Though I admit, Jake’s not bad either.”
 
   Ethan was far from amused by their banter. “I’m going to get cleaned up,” he snapped. 
 
   Jumping from his chair, he headed off quickly toward the corner of the house. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Kat sighed heavily as she heard Lylinora calling out for her to wait. Another scolding was on the way. But this time she had no intention of arguing. She had other things on her mind.
 
   “Save your breath,” she called back. “I’m not in the mood right now.”
 
   “Oh, I think I know perfectly well what you are in the mood for,” Lylinora said. “And that is why I’m coming with you.”
 
   “Why? To talk me out of it?”
 
   Lylinora gave a quiet laugh. “Not at all. I want to make sure that it’s as wonderful as you imagine.”
 
   Kat shot her a confused glance. “You’re not serious.”
 
   By now Lylinora had caught up and was walking beside her. “Believe me, this is not something I would joke about. Ethan is kind and gentle, but his experience with women is not much more than your own with men.”
 
   Kat was well aware of how she would know this, and did not like being reminded that Lylinora and Ethan had once been intimate. “I think I’ll be fine on my own,” she sniffed.
 
   “I’m sure you would be. But just being fine should not be what you aim to achieve.” She caught Kat’s arm and halted her. At the same time, her features softened and her tone took on a sisterly quality. “Don’t you want your love expressed to its fullest potential?”
 
   Kat thought on this for a moment. It had crossed her mind that she was still a virgin. What little she knew about sex was from listening to the other kids on the farm. And they didn’t know very much. Would Ethan be disappointed? Would she? 
 
   “Just how can you help?” she asked.
 
   Lylinora took her hand. “My mother was quite insistent that I be prepared for the day I took a husband.”
 
   “You mean you talked with your mother about how to have sex?” Kat asked, her voice a combination of deep shock and disgust.
 
   Lylinora shook her head and flashed an amused smile. “Spirits, no! She had someone else do that for her. Someone quite experienced. I was taught that love making is more than just a physical act. There is a side to both men and women that only true love can reveal. I want to pass on what I was taught. Hopefully then, your first time will be everything you have ever dreamed of.”
 
   The last of Kat's hostility gradually faded away. “In that case, I accept your offer,” she said after a short pause. 
 
   Lylinora gave her hand a light squeeze. “Good.”
 
   As they continued on toward the shore, Kat noticed that Lylinora’s smile hadn’t completely faded. It was as if she was recalling some fond memory. “Did you love your first?” she asked.
 
   It took a long moment before Lylinora replied. “I didn’t in the beginning. But later, I did.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   Lylinora lowered her eyes. “I imagine that he’s getting ready for tonight.”
 
   It took a moment for Kat to understand what she was saying. Then, in a rush, it came to her. “You mean that Ethan…”
 
   Lylinora held up her hand. “Don’t think about it. It wasn’t meant to be. Besides, I have found in Markus what I was looking for all along.”
 
   “But I...I thought…” Kat stammered. “I mean the way you acted, I just assumed…”
 
   “Assumed that I’ve had many lovers? No. Ethan was the first.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “That is a subject for another time,” Lylinora replied, clearly not wanting to go further. “Right now, we will concentrate on your needs.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   King Halvar stared across the stone table at the tall muscular elf seated directly opposite him. Only with great effort was he able to mask his contempt, which at that moment was bordering on outright hatred. He was forced to remind himself that this particular elf had done nothing wrong. More than that, he and the others with him had in fact cared for all the dwarf wounded, and, as they'd promised King Ganix, delivered them safely to Elyfoss.
 
   He wasn't sure how much time had passed since the elf had taken his seat. But the silence Halvar had maintained was certainly long enough to be looked upon as unwelcoming. Even hearing that a truce had been reached with the elves, and the fact that they had saved the lives of thousands of dwarves, had not prepared him for this moment. He should say something. But the right words eluded him. Lotheri - that was this elf’s name. A king. He didn’t even know elves had kings. 
 
   “I feel much the same, Your Highness,” Lotheri said suddenly. His strong, even voice was startling as it broke through the air and reverberated off the stone walls. “To be inside Elyfoss and to sit with its ruler is equally unsettling for me.”
 
   Halvar took a long breath and nodded slowly. “Then we agree that this situation is…unusual.”
 
   In stark contrast to Halvar’s grim demeanor, Lotheri displayed a friendly smile. “Unusual indeed. But life under the shadow of Shinzan is coming to an end. So perhaps the unusual will soon become commonplace.”
 
   “I assume you are referring to your prophecy.” At his mention of this, King Halvar spotted a brief flash of anger from the elf. But it quickly faded.
 
   “That prophecy was not meant for dwarf ears,” Lotheri told him. “And the manner in which it was obtained would ensure that you did not hear it accurately.”
 
   He must be aware that his kin had been tortured for the information, the dwarf king considered. Though, as this fact was little known even among his own people, he could not imagine how the elf ruler had found out. 
 
   “It was long ago,” Halvar said. “Perhaps the words were distorted with time. Why don’t you tell them to me now?”
 
   “I think more trust should be established between us before I reveal what your people tried to steal,” he replied. Though his tone did not betray his emotions, his eyes burned. 
 
   “What was done was long ago,” said Halvar. “You have no cause to hold us accountable. And I would remind you that there has been killing on both sides.”
 
   The two monarchs locked eyes for an uncomfortably long few seconds. Eventually, Lotheri held up his hand. “This is not the time for opening old wounds,” he said. “Now is the time we as leaders of our people must marshal our strengths and ready ourselves for what is to come.”
 
   “And I suppose you know exactly what that is?”
 
   “No,” Lotheri replied. “Aside from the fact that war is on the horizon.”
 
   “And why must there be war?” asked Halvar. “Are not Ethan Dragonvein and the other mages destined to defeat Shinzan? Why must there be more bloodshed?”
 
   “Because their victory is not a foregone conclusion,” Lotheri answered flatly. “And should they fail, we must continue to fight.”
 
   Halvar sneered. “So you actually think you have hope against the power of the Emperor? Don’t be a fool. If you elves are really so wise and perceptive, you would know that such a fight is futile.”
 
   “And yet you still prepare for war yourselves,” Lotheri countered. “If the battle is lost before it has begun, why bother with it at all?” 
 
   There was steel in Halvar's reply. “My people are weary of living on their knees. We have decided that death in battle is preferable to a slow, withering demise.”
 
   “Then our minds are in agreement,” Lotheri said, his smile returning. “My people have groveled for far too long. Just like you, we have feared annihilation. We have feared that our passing would be the end of our beloved Mother. We can hear the screams of our ancestors as Shinzan slowly corrupts our home. We have waited long for our opportunity to fight. And now it would seem that the time has finally arrived.”
 
   Halvar scrutinized the elf. His sharp angular features and fluid movements were nothing like any dwarf. Yet the look in his eyes was that of a leader with true conviction and courage. He was beginning to understand why King Ganix desired this alliance. 
 
   “You realize we will be fighting alone,” he said. “The humans will certainly rally to Shinzan’s banner - out of fear, if for no other reason. Even with our weapons, their sheer numbers will be enough to overcome us.”
 
   “There is no denying that,” agreed Lotheri. “But all of our allies have yet to reveal themselves.”
 
   It had already occurred to King Halvar that Ethan might be able to sway some humans to their cause. But he doubted they would be sufficient to attain victory. Ultimately, all would be decided in a battle between the mages and Shinzan. “You may be right,” he said. “But not all of our enemies are revealed either.”
 
   Just as Lotheri was about to respond to this, the door burst open and a young dwarf rushed in. He halted after only a few steps, out of breath. Though he addressed his king, his eyes kept shifting uneasily to the elf sitting opposite. “Your Highness,” he panted. “Forgive my intrusion.”
 
   Halvar forced a smile. “It’s all right. What is it?”
 
   “Trolls,” he replied. “They’re at the gate. Hundreds of them.”
 
   Halvar furled his brow. “Did you say trolls?”
 
   “I did, Your Highness.” 
 
   Halvar noticed a knowing look in Lotheri’s eyes. “I take it that this does not come as a surprise to you?”
 
   “That they came to your gate is a bit surprising,” the elf king admitted. “Trolls are shy creatures. And they do not care for dwarves living in their mountain.”
 
   “You speak of them as if they were intelligent,” Halvar said.
 
   “And you have treated them as if they were not,” he shot back. “Not all intelligence manifests as you would expect.”
 
   Halvar turned back to the young dwarf. “What are they doing?”
 
   “Just standing there, Sire.” He nodded toward Lotheri. “One of his people is with them.”
 
   “What do you know about this?” Halvar demanded. 
 
   Lotheri rose to his feet. “I sent one of my people to seek them out when we first entered the mountain. More as a courtesy than anything else. It would be rude to trespass in their domain without at least an explanation.”
 
   “Their domain?”
 
   A flash of contempt appeared on Lotheri’s face, but was quickly banished. “This is their domain, and has been long before your people ever set foot on Lumnia. They are the first and the oldest. They feel the Mother’s heart more deeply than any other. If they have come to give aid then you should be grateful.”
 
   “Don’t misunderstand,” said Halvar. “If they would fight on our side, I am grateful. But from what we know of them, they are gentle creatures. For all their size and strength, only the young are violent.”
 
   This time Lotheri was unable to hide his anger. “Their young were made that way by you. Your intrusion into their home, together with your constant mining and carving into the rock, drives them insane. The deeper you delved, the greater their madness became. Eventually, they were even forced to drive their own children away. So, the fact that they are here and not battering down your gates is indeed no small surprise to me.”
 
   Stunned by this outburst, for several seconds Halvar wilted under the pressure of Lotheri’s hard gaze. “If what you say is true, then we were unaware of the harm we were causing.”
 
   Lotheri waved this defense aside. “You would not have cared, even had you known. The greed of the dwarves has been unwavering since your arrival. You take what is not yours and leave nothing behind but death and chaos.”
 
   This insult was too much for Halvar. His anger surged to the fore. “And I suppose your people are entirely blameless? You may think us interlopers…King Lotheri. But this is our home. We have been here long enough to make that claim. Just because we do not feel the will of this world as you do, that does not give you the right to judge us.”
 
   Tension filled the air as the two men glared at each other. For a time it seemed as if they would actually come to blows. It was Lotheri who relaxed his posture first. 
 
   “I did not come here to fight,” he said, his tone now conciliatory. “And though it is difficult for me to admit, your words are justified. Your people have been here long enough to call Lumnia your home. As I understand it, only a few of you are even aware of your otherworldly origins.”
 
   “A secret soon to be revealed to all dwarves, I suspect,” said Halvar, his eyes darting to the young messenger who was looking both nervous and confused. “And do not think I am unaware that my people have wronged yours. But that was in another time, and we have no desire for conquest or to rule others. We seek only to live in peace – without the constant threat of annihilation.”
 
   “Then we truly are of one mind,” Lotheri told him. “It will be difficult for the elves to accept that you are blameless. But in time they may soften their hearts.” He stepped toward the door. “Come, Your Highness. Let us see what the trolls have to say.”
 
   Halvar heaved a sigh, then forced a smile. “I can only assume that you are able to understand them. As far as we have known, they are without language.”
 
   “It is not language as you would understand it,” Lotheri explained. “You shall see.”
 
   Outside the door, six dwarf guards and two elves were there to escort them to the gates. The remaining twenty-eight of Lotheri's kinsmen accompanying him on his visit were currently awaiting his orders in the quarters provided for them. 
 
   As they passed through the streets, Halvar couldn't help but notice how his people hurried aside to give the party a wide berth. Some were even taking refuge inside buildings. They were afraid. Stories of elf brutality were told to them at a very young age. He knew he must act quickly to quell their fears, otherwise the situation might well escalate into violence. In spite of his misgivings about this alliance, he knew that dwarf numbers alone were far too few for them to offer much serious resistance. They also had almost no experience above ground. Elf allies would be invaluable in any battles there.
 
   The city was clearly making an impression on Lotheri, though Halvar couldn’t tell if his reaction was one of approval, admiration, or disgust. 
 
   “Your people have been busy,” the elf remarked as they walked past a particularly ornate building. “A pity you chose this location to build your first city. The trolls only dwell within Gol’ Shupa.” He shrugged, as if shaking off the thought. “I have to admit, Elyfoss is far more beautiful that I imagined it would be. Your ancestors certainly possessed great skill.”
 
   Halvar nodded his appreciation of these kind words before saying: “Tell me more about the trolls. How were their young driven mad?”
 
   Lotheri stared down as if in deep contemplation. Then, with a sharp nod, he looked up. “Troll children can feel the heart of Lumnia far more keenly than any other creature alive. They can actually sense the pulse and rhythms of everything around them. So much so that it causes them great physical pain when your people chip away at the mountain. To them it is as if you are carving into their very own flesh.”
 
   Halvar thought on this for a moment. “Sadly, there is little to be done about it for now. We cannot leave, and we must make weapons. But I can assure you that we were completely unaware of the pain we were causing. And I certainly would not wish to inflict more on them. But until Shinzan falls, we must continue mining.”
 
   “It is pleasing to hear of your concern,” said Lotheri. “Perhaps the fall of your people was required for you to gain wisdom and compassion.”
 
   As they neared the gate, Halvar could see that a large crowd had gathered. Several dozen guards were shifting nervously atop the gate towers. He immediately ordered everyone back.
 
   “If I open the gates, what will they do?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Lotheri replied. “They did not come bringing violence. The elf I sent would have given me warning if there was any danger.”
 
   Halvar drew a long cleansing breath; the pair of them then started forward together. 
 
   The gates swung open in response, quickly revealing a sight that completely stunned the dwarf king. Hundreds of trolls were standing in the road, some as tall as twelve feet and three times as broad as the stoutest dwarf. The stench of the muck and grime covering their bodies caused him to grimace. 
 
   Positioned a few feet in front of the mass was an elf woman, a bow strapped across her back and a long blade on her belt. She took a step forward and bowed to the two monarchs.
 
   “As you ordered, I contacted the trolls,” she said. “They are aware of the impending fight and insisted on coming here to offer their assistance.”
 
   “You are able to speak their language, I assume,” said Halvar. “Can you translate for me?”
 
   Her eyes fell on Lotheri, who held up his hand. “There is no need. I will convey your message.” 
 
    Steeling his wits, Halvar walked closer to the mass of hulking figures. 
 
   “What is it you intend to say?” asked Lotheri.
 
   “I’m not sure. Nothing could have prepared me for a conversation such as this.”
 
   Lotheri stifled a laugh. “No. I suppose not.”
 
   When they were a few yards away from the first line of trolls, Halvar halted and gave a low sweeping bow. The trolls remained still, but their eyes moved away from him and settled on Lotheri. A particularly broad troll stepped forward. Its flat features were creased and distorted, and its eyes bore the deep lines of age. An elder, Halvar supposed. After a short pause it let out a series of deep grunts and gurgles, all of which ended in a low hum. 
 
   Lotheri turned to Halvar. “He wants to convey his displeasure regarding your treatment of their home.” 
 
   “Tell him that I deeply regret any harm we have caused,” Halvar responded. “We only did so out of ignorance. We did not understand the pain our mining was causing their young.”
 
   Lotheri nodded, then approached the troll. The creature held out its massive, grime-covered hand and allowed the elf to place his palm at the tips of its fingers. Contact made, Lotheri began to hum softly in a series of rising and falling tones which, to Halvar’s ears, were completely random, almost to the point of sounding unpleasant. After this stopped, the troll replied with a guttural growl and began shaking his head slowly from side to side. This continued for more than a minute. At the conclusion, it took a long stride backwards and suddenly let out an ear-piercing howl. 
 
   Startled, Halvar instinctively reached to his side where a dwarf rod was carefully tucked away. His guards had already begun drawing their weapons and were racing toward their king. 
 
   Lotheri spun around with arms spread wide. “Stop! There is nothing to fear.”
 
   Halvar motioned for the guards to back off. “What the hell did he say?” he demanded.
 
   The trolls were showing no sign of aggression, though all of their eyes were now fixed on the guards who had been rushing toward them.
 
   Lotheri lowered his arms. “He said that the reason they have come to help you defend your home is because one of your people and a young human showed them kindness not so long ago.” He frowned. “Do you have any idea what he is referring to?”
 
   Halvar thought for a moment. Then it hit him. “Yes, I remember now. Birger and Ethan Dragonvein gave aid to a near fully grown troll they found who had been badly injured. Lord Dragonvein told me about the encounter before he left.”
 
   “Then their kindness has gained you a powerful ally,” stated Lotheri. “The trolls will not allow anyone who serves the Emperor to enter the mountain. Only Shinzan himself could possibly overcome them.”
 
   “This is indeed good news,” said Halvar. “But I find it hard to accept that a single act of kindness would make them forget the harm done to their young.”
 
   “They have not forgotten. And their aid comes at a price.”
 
   “What price?”
 
   “You are to cease mining the mountain immediately. And though they invite you to remain once Shinzan is defeated, you must never resume such work again.”
 
   Halvar heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, but we still need rajni stones to craft our weapons. And now that King Ganix has abandoned his city, there is nowhere else for us to get them. I vow to stop once the war is over. But there is no way I can do so now.”
 
   Lotheri frowned. “You cannot refuse this offer. Your people will need to venture out from the safety of Elyfoss to meet the enemy in battle, leaving those who remain behind undefended. Surely you have enough weapons already crafted.”
 
   “Most of those we made went to the Emperor,” Halvar told him. “You must realize that rajni stones are difficult to find. And when we do locate them it is unusual to find more than small amounts – enough to make only a handful of weapons. If we are to face the Emperor’s armies, we must have more.”
 
   Lotheri's face tightened. “Are you certain this is what you want me to tell them?”
 
   “Though I deeply regret it, the answer must be no.”
 
   After giving a sharp nod, Lotheri strode back toward the trolls. 
 
   Once the message had been conveyed, the troll elder’s gaze fell squarely on Halvar. The king struggled to meet his eyes. Though he was certain that his decision was correct, it pained him to think that they were forced to continue bringing anguish to these gentle creatures. He had always imagined that the dwarves were protecting them from the world outside by keeping their existence a secret from those who might seek to harm them. Yet all the while it was the dwarves themselves who were inflicting the most damage.
 
   These thoughts had barely passed through Halvar's mind when the troll elder let out a series of high-pitched whistles. A few moments later a bare breasted troll female carrying a large, vine-woven basket pushed her way through to the front. She handed this to the elder and then slipped quietly back into the crowd. 
 
   Halvar could see a smile growing on Lotheri’s face as the basket's contents were revealed to him. The elf then beckoned him over.
 
   On drawing closer, Halvar could not drag his eyes away from the line of massive figures towering over him. They were impressive enough from a distance, but up close they were absolutely terrifying. He was forced to constantly remind himself that in all of their history, an adult troll had never once attacked a dwarf. 
 
   Only when he was a mere couple of steps away from Lotheri was he able to catch sight of what the basket held. It was rajni stones. Dozens of them. Uncut and pure, they glowed softly with a faint green light. Any sense of menace from the trolls was instantly forgotten.
 
   “He told me they will provide you with as many as you require,” Lotheri said with a satisfied grin. “They know you covet these as well as other gems and metals found in the mountain, and will ensure you have all that you need if you agree to their terms.”
 
   Try as he might, Halvar couldn’t imagine how these creatures were able to mine. Though their ways were mostly a mystery to him, he was certain they possessed no tools or equipment. 
 
   “How…how did they get them?” he asked.
 
   “What does it matter?” Lotheri replied. But it was clear to him that this response was unsatisfactory. “Trolls have unique gifts,” he continued. “Their connection with the Mother enables them to manipulate the rock without tools or craft.”
 
   “So they just use their hands?” asked Halvar incredulously. 
 
   “In truth, I don’t know. I’ve never seen it done. But it seems to me that if they are willing to give you what you need, then there is no reason to reject their offer.”
 
   Halvar considered this. “Only one thing bothers me. Why are they suddenly willing to fight? They have never been violent before. We assumed it just wasn’t in their nature. Even though we were the cause of their young becoming feral, they never sought to stop us. What has changed?”
 
   Lotheri scanned the faces of the trolls in front of them and smiled. “Nothing has changed. They are as they have always been. The thought of doing harm is repugnant to them. They would sooner end their own lives than kill another living being.” 
 
   “Then how exactly will they protect our home?”
 
   “There are more ways to fight than with fire and steel. If they say they can help you, I believe them.”
 
   Halvar looked directly into the troll elder’s eyes. He had never been this close before. Very few dwarfs had. He expected to see a glint of intelligence, or at least a slight indication that the being before him was something more than a dumb beast. But there was nothing. Lotheri’s words echoed in his mind. Not all intelligence manifests as you would expect. Perhaps I just lack the wisdom to see it, he thought. 
 
   “If they will provide us with the materials we need, I will gladly agree to their terms,” he announced in a clear, strong voice. 
 
   Lotheri gave him an approving nod, then told the elder of Halvar’s decision. The troll sniffed and grunted twice before letting out a low rumbling sound that was obviously intended to conclude matters. The huge gathering of trolls behind him slowly turned and began lumbering away from the gates. 
 
   Halvar and Lotheri watched in silence until the last troll had vanished into the depths of the mountain. They then turned and started back toward the king’s manor. 
 
   “You should post sentries at the gate,” suggested Lotheri. “And allow one of my people to keep watch as well. They will be able to communicate your needs to our new allies.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Halvar. “And I would ask that you and at least a dozen of your kin remain here as my guests until Lord Dragonvein returns.”
 
   This drew a quizzical look. “What purpose would that serve?”
 
   Halvar gestured to the dwarves gathered along the main avenue. “Can you see the fear in their eyes? At this moment, they are more afraid of you than they are Shinzan.”
 
   Lotheri slowly nodded his agreement. “I can stay for a time. And I will do what I can to alleviate the fears of your people. But should Dragonvein delay too long, I must leave. I have duties which cannot be ignored.”
 
   “I understand. In the meantime, I would be grateful if you can educate my commanders on the world outside the mountain. As you pointed out, we must leave Elyfoss in order to fight. And very few of us have ever been further than the foot of Gol’ Shupa's southern end.”
 
   “I am sure there is much we can accomplish,” Lotheri assured him. “And perhaps our time among you will also serve to ease the fears of my own people.”
 
   Back at the manor, Halvar instructed that Lotheri be shown to his room. He also assigned the elf king an escort and guide. 
 
   “Naturally, you are free to come and go as you please,” Halvar told him. “As are the rest of your party. I would ask only that you do not wander about outside this manor unaccompanied until a bit more time has passed.”
 
   After Lotheri had retired to his quarters, Halvar instructed that word be sent to all miners to cease operations and return to their homes. A short time later, he gathered the council together to inform them of the latest developments. Their reaction was a combination of disbelief and alarm.
 
   “How can you trust the elves?” cried Jurok, springing up from his chair. His wiry gray beard bristled and his ice blue eyes burned with fury. Normally a mild tempered dwarf who was generous with his humor, he was finding this to be more than he could bear. “You halt our mining merely on the word of a people who have vowed our destruction. Are you mad?”
 
   “If I am, then so is King Ganix,” Halvar shot back. “The elves have made a pact with him, and I intend to honor it. They have tended our wounded and saved the lives of thousands of our people. That is good enough to show me that they are sincere. And it is far more than I suspect we would have done for them had the roles been reversed.”
 
   This silenced Jurok at once, though his expression remained one of pure disdain.
 
   Lady Thora was the next to speak. “We do not doubt the word of King Ganix,” she began. “Nor do we doubt yours, Your Highness. But how can we know that this is not some plot hatched by Shinzan? There have long been rumors that he has influenced the elves. If this is so, how can we know that Lotheri's translation was accurate? Do we even know for sure that the story he told you about the troll young being driven mad by our industry is true? Could this not be a scheme to halt our production of weapons?”
 
   “I’m surprised to hear you say this, Lady Thora,” remarked Halvar. “You were among the first of us to embrace humans. Why now do you suspect treachery?”
 
   She raised a hand. “I am not saying the elves are acting out of malice. Or that they are not being forthright. I only say that we should be cautious. Our true enemy is cunning beyond our understanding. It would be foolish to give our complete trust to a people, who as Jurok has just pointed out, have sworn our destruction.”
 
   Her words were met with nods of agreement. Halvar looked deep into her eyes. He could see no hint of rage or fear; though he doubted she would openly display such emotions, regardless of her inner feelings. No. Her face was a stone mask, and her voice as even and clear as a crystal bell. 
 
   “I share your concerns,” he replied. “But I see no other course. I ask only that you trust me until there is reason to believe I have been misled. Should the trolls not deliver what Lotheri has told me they have promised, then we will resume mining immediately. Until then, it is my judgement that we embrace our new allies as friends. I hope I have earned your faith well enough for you to grant me your unanimous approval on this matter.”
 
   Thora lowered her eyes and took her seat. “Of course, Your Highness. If you are sure, then I for one offer you my full support.”
 
   Halvar gave her a smile of appreciation, then looked to the rest of the council. One by one they nodded their acceptance.
 
   “I thank you all,” he said. “And let us pray that your trust in me is not misplaced.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Kat thanked Lylinora one final time before she departed. All was prepared. She looked at the sun setting over the hills and suddenly her heart began pounding. Ethan would be arriving soon. And this time he would not reject her. 
 
   The first time he'd resisted her advances had come as a shock and had badly hurt her feelings. It wasn’t until Markus later assured her that it was a sign he did indeed care very much for her that she felt a little better. The era that Ethan came from, Markus went on to explain, was far less liberal than the Earth she knew in the 1980s. He was just finding it difficult to adjust.
 
   She had already read as much as she could about Ethan’s time during her own spell on Earth. She had even learned about the 101st Airborne and the significant part they played in World War II. That he had been a member of such an illustrious group was most impressive. Mr. Pollard had served in the Army during the war as well, though not in the Airborne. Tough old bastards. That’s what he called the 101st. Tough as goddamn nails. She had tried repeatedly to picture Ethan as one of this number, but never could. Markus, for sure. But Ethan…he was just too sweet. Too kind and gentle. 
 
   She sat down on the end of the dock, allowing the sun to warm the back of her neck. The blue silk dress Lylinora had given her felt odd. She had not worn a dress in years. Even while on Earth, her life on the farm meant that her clothing was almost entirely practical. In fact, aside from a denim skirt that she rarely used, she had only ever owned jeans and tee-shirts. 
 
   The things Lylinora had explained to her kept racing through her mind. The way she described how physical love could be was wonderful beyond anything she had dreamed. And yet her words had come with a warning. 
 
   “If it’s not as you imagine it will be, do not think that means you don't love him enough,” she had said. “Or that he does not love you. These things can be tricky. Particularly as you are new to each other.”
 
   “It will be perfect,” she said in a loud whisper, as if to banish any doubt.
 
   “What will be perfect?” came a deep male voice from behind her. 
 
   She turned to see Jake heading her way, a roguish grin on his lips. His shoulder length brown hair was blowing in the sea breeze and his confident swagger was emphasized by his masculine frame. 
 
   He paused to rub his chin. “You look beautiful. What are you doing here all alone?”
 
   In spite of herself, she couldn’t help but stare. He was very handsome. And charming in a brutish, clumsy sort of way. But that didn’t matter. There was one thing he wasn’t. He wasn’t Ethan. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” she told him.
 
   Jake chuckled and slid down beside her. “What's the matter? Afraid I’ll ruin your big date? Don’t worry, Ethan’s still up at the cabin getting himself ready. We have some time.”
 
   “Time for what?” She shifted away a few inches.
 
   He flashed a smile. “Calm down, darlin’. I just figured you could use some company. A gorgeous girl like you should never be alone.” He leaned back on his elbows. “Besides, I thought I could maybe talk you out of a big mistake.”
 
   “A mistake? What the hell do you mean by that?”
 
   “Just that Ethan’s not right for you.” His eyes locked onto hers. “You have to know that. He’s too…too goody, goody. You need someone with more passion.”
 
   Kat sniffed. “And I suppose you’re just that type of guy.” 
 
   He slid in closer. “You know I am. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you looking at me.”
 
   “You’re crazy. Why would I want anything to do with you?”
 
   “Because you want a real man. I hate to say it, but Ethan is just a boy.”
 
   “He was man enough to kick your ass,” she scoffed. “Or did you forget how he smacked you around back on Earth?”
 
   Jake scowled. “He got lucky. Let him try it again.”
 
   Kat turned her head and smiled. “Well, here he is now. Why don’t you find out how lucky he was?”
 
   He followed her gaze and saw Ethan cresting the hill. Even at a distance, his displeasure at seeing Jake sitting so close to Kat was obvious. 
 
   He pushed himself to his feet. “You can play your little games. But we both know I’m right.”
 
   “Here’s what I know,” said Kat. “I know I’ve seen your type a thousand times before. Boys like you used to be in and out of the Pollard’s farm all the time. They pretended to be so sure of themselves. But all they really wanted was their mommy. Ethan’s twice the man you’ll ever be. And the sad part is…you know it.”
 
   “You don’t know shit,” Jake growled. But he did not seem inclined to hang around long enough to test his theory about Ethan's luck. He instead stormed away, still scowling heavily as the two of them passed by each other.
 
   “What was he doing here?” Ethan asked the moment he reached Kat.
 
   She grinned impishly, enjoying his jealousy. “Oh, nothing. Jake just dropped by to say hello.”
 
   He grunted. “To say hello? Looked like a lot more than that to me.”
 
   Kat offered Ethan her hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. “You have nothing to worry about. Jake’s not my type.”
 
   At least partly pacified by this, he took a moment to appreciate Kat’s beauty. “You should wear dresses more often. I mean it. You’re breathtaking.”
 
   She kissed him lightly on the cheek before leading the way onto the boat where a small table and two chairs had been placed on the rear deck. A bowl of fruit and a plate of roast lamb awaited them, along with a bottle of wine. Kat muttered a soft incantation and steam began rising from the meat. 
 
   “Better than a microwave oven,” she remarked. Then, seeing that Ethan did not understand the reference, she added: “I don’t suppose they had microwaves in the 1940s.”
 
   Ethan pulled back her chair for her, then took his own seat. “From everything you’ve told me, there was a lot we didn’t have in those days.”
 
    Soon, the last of the daylight faded. Kat touched a small stone she had placed in the center of the table, which at once began to glow softly. 
 
   “Aren’t you hungry,” she asked.
 
   Ethan hadn’t yet so much as touched his food. He simply gazed longingly into her eyes. “I just can’t get over how lovely you are.”
 
   Kat raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying you didn’t like the way I looked before?”
 
   He reached across the table and took her hand. “Of course not. You would look beautiful in anything.”
 
   Kat took a sip of wine, staring at him from over the rim of the cup. “Or perhaps nothing?”
 
   Even in the dim light, she could see Ethan flush. Though judging from his expression, this time it was not from embarrassment. With one hand still in his, she placed the cup on the table and in a single fluid movement, pulled his hand closer. The small things, Lylinora had said. The tiny seductions. They are every bit as important as skill in bed. Lightly, she kissed the tips of his fingers. 
 
   Ethan’s breathing was now definitely becoming more rapid. The excitement she saw shining in his eyes, in turn excited her. She imagined his manhood swelling with anticipation. This caused a wave of heat to crash over her entire body, and within seconds she could feel the juices flowing between her legs. 
 
   Not too quickly, she warned herself.
 
   Rising from her chair, she sauntered around the table. Ethan attempted to rise as well, but she placed a firm hand on his shoulder to keep him in place. Once positioned behind him, she ran her fingers down his chest until her lips were touching his right ear. 
 
   “I’ve been wanting this for so long,” she whispered, nibbling at his earlobe. She felt him tense, and at first she thought he was not enjoying what she was doing. Panic gripped her for a moment, but it quickly passed when she heard him let out a deep moan.
 
   She continued to lightly kiss her way along his neck, her hands sliding down his stomach as she went. Then she reached his thigh, and suddenly, there was the hard outline of his member. Of course she knew that it was close by, but the contact was still unexpected and she very nearly pulled away instinctively. Fortunately, she was able to gather her wits in time. 
 
   As she ran her palm over its length, she was startled by the size of it. Particularly considering Ethan’s slight frame. After only a few seconds his hand shot up and grabbed her arm, squeezing tightly. His breathing was now coming in short gasps.
 
   Following Lylinora’s advice, Kat did not linger where she was for more than a few seconds lest his passion get the better of him. She eased back, still tasting his skin on her tongue. She wanted more. Her mind was racing as her desires flared. 
 
   Ethan stood and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her against him with surprising power. Again she could feel his hardness, but this time it was rubbing against her most sensitive place; the tiny place Lylinora had warned her not to expose to his touch too soon. 
 
   Their kiss was deep and desperate. Two creatures of pure carnal need aching for one another. Her knees began to weaken as their tongues tickled each other delightfully. She was on the verge of surrender - of allowing herself to fall into complete abandon - when Lylinora’s voice whispered in the back of her mind. Be patient. Even when you don’t think you can wait a moment longer. 
 
   Only with a tremendous effort was she able to pull away. Ethan stumbled forward, his hands trembling and his eyes glazed, oblivious to all but the woman before him. 
 
   “Not yet,” she whispered. 
 
   When Ethan opened his mouth to respond, she placed a finger over his lips. Taking his hand, she silently led him from the boat and down to the nearby beach. With each step she tried to remember Lylinora’s instructions, but her mind was unable to focus on anything apart from the fact that she was at last going to have the man she loved. Did he love her in return, or was the look in his eyes purely from carnal desire? It didn’t matter. Not anymore. Her love was strong enough for them both.
 
   A large blanket that she had placed on the sand earlier awaited them. At a flick of her wrist, the torches standing in each of the four corners burst to life, filling the night with warm radiance.  They sat down facing one another. Ethan took her hands and kissed the back of her fingers gently, his eyes still locked on hers. 
 
   “You haven’t asked me,” he said.
 
   Kat smiled. “What haven’t I asked?”
 
   “If I love you.” 
 
   Kat hesitated. A part of her wanted to say that she didn’t care. Another part was afraid of what he might tell her if she did ask. More than anything, she didn’t want her moment to be lost. 
 
   “You don’t need to –” she began.
 
   This time it was Ethan’s finger that pressed against her lips. “I need to say this,” he said. “And you deserve to hear it.” 
 
   He lowered his head briefly and drew a long breath before continuing. “When I look at you, I can’t help but wonder what you see in me. Sure, I’m supposed to be this great mage descended from an ancient family of mages. And I’ve been told over and over how I’m destined to save Lumnia and end the rule of Shinzan. The dwarves even call me Lord Dragonvein for God’s sake.”
 
   A short, ironic laugh slipped out. “But the truth is, I was brought up a baker’s son in Brooklyn. We lived in a two bedroom apartment on 86th Street, not some big fancy palace. I played stick ball in the streets and hung out with my friends. After I joined the Airborne, I figured the best destiny I could hope for was not getting killed by the Krauts. And as far as women go…” He gave another laugh, this time a self-effacing one. “It’s not as if girls didn’t like me at all. But none of them were ever like you.”
 
   Kat started to say something, but Ethan raised his hand. “It’s all right. I know I’m not the best looking guy ever. I’m not Jake, or even Markus.”
 
   This time Kat would not keep quiet. “Jake is nothing compared to you,” she told him emphatically. “And Markus is definitely not my type.”
 
   Ethan smiled. “Well, I agree that Jake’s not the brightest guy in the world. But he’s handsome enough. And now that Markus’ scars are healed, he’s not too bad either. Lylinora seems to think so, anyhow.”
 
   For a split second, Kat felt a pang of jealousy at the mention of Lylinora’s name. But the look in Ethan’s eyes told her that she was being silly. Whatever had been between them, it was now well and truly over. And even if Lylinora did still hold feelings for him, it was most unlikely she would ever act on them. As for Ethan – he was way too honorable to betray either her or Markus.
 
   She remained silent.
 
   “What I’m trying to say,” he continued, “Is that I've been finding it hard to understand why you love me the way you do. I mean, you waited for five years with no real hope of ever returning to Lumnia. And when you did manage to return, the love of the young girl hadn't faded away. No, it had grown. Hell, it had blossomed into something so wonderful, it took me completely by surprise. And you had become more beautiful. Not just on the outside, but on the inside too.”
 
   He sighed. “I keep wondering how someone so perfect could love someone so flawed. I have these vague memories of thousands of my ancestors swirling around in my mind. Many of them are about the love they once felt for another. Sometimes I can see them in my head…and even feel what they felt. But not a single one compares to what I see when I look into your eyes. And none of them have prepared me for the way I'm now feeling for you.”
 
   His words touched deep inside her. Kat's heart was thudding in her chest. A tear fell down her cheek. 
 
   Ethan caught the tear with the tip of his finger and smiled. “My father used to tell me all the time that if something seems too good to be true, then it probably is. I used to believe that. But seeing you here in front of me - knowing how much you love me - he was wrong. Please, never forget one thing. I do love you. Completely. I just hope that I can become worthy of you. I’m afraid I won’t be. But I promise I’ll try.”
 
   Kat leaned in to cup his face in her hands. This was it. The perfection that Lylinora had told her about. Now was the time for her to give herself fully to the man she loved. She kissed him tenderly, then rose gracefully to her feet. 
 
   Ethan looked up at her, his loving smile never fading as she pulled her dress away from her shoulders allowing it to slip down to her ankles. Lylinora’s final words of advice whispered in her thoughts. And if the moment is right, just do what comes naturally. She stepped completely out of the dress, allowing Ethan to gaze at her body in full view. There was no feeling of modesty or nervousness. His desire for her was written clearly in his expression. This fueled her own longing. 
 
   She was ready.
 
   A loud, piercing screech from above completely shattered the moment. Ethan was on his feet in an instant, but as he took a protective step toward Kat, Maytra landed on the blanket, barring his path. She was hissing and snarling at Kat, her head low and her tail whipping back and forth.
 
   For a moment, Kat could not believe what was happening. A mixture of frustration and anger rose up. Then, almost against her will, she began to laugh. “I think someone is jealous,” she said.
 
   Ethan appeared equally accepting of the situation. He joined in the laughter and knelt down next to the little dragon. “It’s all right girl. I still love you.”
 
   Maytra reacted by spinning around and flicking her serpentine tongue angrily at him. She then turned back to face Kat again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Maytra,” Kat said. “I'm afraid he’s mine tonight.” She took a step forward, but the dragon immediately snapped at her feet, forcing her to retreat. 
 
   Ethan frowned. “That’s enough, girl.” He stretched out his hand, but he was snapped at too, the bite missing his fingers by mere inches. 
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” asked Kat. 
 
   At this point her humor was quickly fading. She was not about to allow this creature to ruin the night she had awaited for so long. She looked around for something with which to shoo her away. But a moment later Maytra became calm and crawled into Ethan’s lap. He stroked the dragon's snout as she cooed and purred. 
 
   “It’s all right now,” he said softly. “I’m here.”
 
   This was too much. A flash of anger passed through Kat. “Can you please make her go away?” she snapped.
 
   Ethan looked up at her. But there was no trace of the tenderness that had been in his eyes only a moment before. Rather, they now regarded her with the intensity of a predator – slowly looking her up and down like a potential meal. A sly grin crept up from the corner of his mouth. “Truly stunning,” he said. “I can see why he wants you so much.”
 
   With a rush of fear and panic, Kat realized that the eyes now staring at her naked form were not Ethan’s. Instantly but ineffectively, she did her best to cover herself with her hands.
 
   He laughed, clearly amused by her embarrassment. “If you need a moment to dress, be my guest. Though in truth, I rather like you the way you are.”
 
   Kat scrambled to put her dress back on, nearly tearing the fabric in her haste. “What the fuck is going on?” she demanded. “Who are you? And what have you done to Ethan?”
 
   He tilted his head, still grinning. “Who am I? I could tell you. But I think you already know that.”
 
   “Martok!” she said in a loud whisper.
 
   “Indeed,” he replied. 
 
   “What have you done to Ethan?” 
 
   “Ethan is perfectly fine,” he assured her. “I would never harm my own kin.”
 
   “Then let him go.” The stories she had heard about Martok should have made her afraid to be in his presence. But all she could think about right now was the safety of her true love.
 
   “In good time, my precious beauty. But first I must do what that coward Renald would not. Then we shall talk.” 
 
   Picking up Maytra, he placed the little dragon on the blanket in front of him and began speaking to her. “I am so very sorry. You’ve been cursed for such a long time. This is going to cause you great pain. But I promise that it will subside and you will be whole again.”
 
   Martok closed his eyes, stretched out his hands, and began muttering almost inaudibly. Gradually, a bright blue glow surrounded Maytra. This continued for more than a minute, at the end of which, beads of sweat began forming on Martok’s brow. Then the glow turned to a deep violet. Maytra let out an ear-rending scream that sounded almost human. She writhed and twisted violently until Martok eventually placed both hands across her back. At once, the tiny dragon went limp and the glow blinked out.
 
   This done, Martok gently lifted the creature into his arms, cradling her like a newborn. “That’s better,” he said softly. There was fatigue in his voice, and his legs wobbled as he rose to his feet. He looked up at Kat. “Fetch me something soft to wrap her in, child.”
 
    Kat hesitated.
 
   “Now!” he commanded, with all the force and authority of one accustomed to having his orders obeyed instantly without question.
 
   Kat scurried away to the boat and quickly found a cotton robe. After unceremoniously snatching it from her, Martok carefully wrapped the unconscious dragon, then placed her on the blanket. There was pity in his eyes. “Poor creature,” he murmured. “Made to serve as an old man’s pet when she should have been ruling the skies. You tell Renald that what he has done is unforgivable.”
 
   “What has he done?” asked a perplexed Kat. 
 
   “He could have lifted the curse long ago,” Martok replied. “But that would have denied him her companionship. So she was forced to suffer for hundreds of years. All because of his selfishness.” He touched Maytra on the neck with his index finger and closed his eyes. “She’ll sleep for a time. But she’ll be all right. Tell Ethan he shouldn’t worry.”
 
   Hearing Ethan’s name snapped Kat back into the moment. “So you are not trying to take possession of him then?”
 
   Martok opened his eyes and smiled. “If I could, I most certainly would. And perhaps in the end I will. But for now, all I am doing is trying to keep him alive. And to do that, I need your help.”
 
   This admission sent a chill into the pit of Kat's stomach. “Why should I trust you?”
 
   He leaned back on his elbows. “You shouldn’t. But then, you shouldn’t really trust anyone, my dear. There is one thing you must always remember about our people – I’m referring to humans here, though it does apply to dwarves as well - self-interest governs everything we do. My spirit lives within Ethan Dragonvein. But more than that, my existence is irrevocably linked to the power of Lumnia. Should Shinzan be victorious, I will die. As will the spirits of my entire family going back for thousands of years. Needless to say, I do not want that to happen. So though you should not trust me, you can trust that it is in my self-interest that Ethan remains alive and finds a way to defeat our enemy.” 
 
   He rubbed his temple and groaned. “I haven’t much time. Ethan is fighting to regain control.”
 
   That her love was able to fight back gave Kat some relief.  “What do you want from me?” she asked.
 
   “You must convince Ethan to allow me to help him. Without my aid, there is no hope. Shinzan is unfathomably powerful. Even more so than I once was. If he had ten lifetimes to learn from Renald, it would still not be enough to defeat the Emperor. Only I can teach him what he must know.”
 
   “What does that have to do with me?”
 
   Martok regarded Kat for a long moment before replying. “You are exceedingly lovely, my dear. But I’m sure you know this. And I do believe your love for Ethan to be genuine.” He rose to his feet and took a step toward her. She instantly jumped back, but with a wave of his hand an invisible wall blocked her from moving further. He grasped her chin with his thumb and forefinger, turning her head from side to side. 
 
   Kat wanted to flee, but his touch had her trapped. “Stop it!” she demanded. “Let me go.”
 
   Martok ignored her pleas. “Yes…quite lovely.” His voice took on an unnatural quality, resonating and echoing as if they were standing in a deep canyon. He placed his palm firmly on her brow. “And strong willed, as well. Yes. A fine choice.”
 
   Kat could feel heat radiating from his hand, penetrating her flesh to the point of pain.  There was no respite. The heat’s intensity continued to increase, causing her to suck her teeth. She wanted to get away, but was still held fast by Martok’s power. Then, in a flash, it ceased. 
 
   “Are you all right?” called Ethan’s voice.
 
   She realized that her eyes were closed. On opening them, she found that she was no longer on the beach. Instead, she was standing in a spacious chamber beside an elegantly crafted, silk-draped canopy bed. The floor was covered by a thick crimson rug with intricate blue and silver patterns woven along the borders. On the walls hung masterworks of art depicting lush fields and magnificent palaces. Not since she was a little girl had she been in a room so beautifully furnished and decorated.
 
   A strong pair of hands touched her arms from behind. “Is this to your liking?”
 
   She spun around and took a quick step back. Standing there was Martok, still in Ethan's body. Only he was now wearing an open necked, white silk nightshirt and a pair of black silk trousers. It reminded her of the clothes her father used to wear in the evening after dinner when he was ready to relax. It was then that she noticed her own attire had changed to a sheer silk nightgown and a pair of soft slippers.
 
   “What is this?” she asked. “Where are we?”
 
   Smiling, Martok strolled casually over to the bed and sat down. “We are exactly where we were, my beauty. Just a bit of glamour. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “That’s enough,” she snapped angrily. “Take me back.”
 
   Martok chuckled. “But I told you. We are exactly where we were. None of this is actually happening. You and I are still standing on that wretched beach. This is all in your mind.” In the blink of an eye he vanished, reappearing just a couple of feet in front of her. “And there is one thing about the mind. Here, anything is possible.”
 
   A bright flash followed these words, after which Kat found herself sitting on the bed alongside him. She caught the faint scent of lavender and a warm breeze blew in from the window on the other side of the room. 
 
   He placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “Remember, nothing you do here matters.”
 
   She wanted to recoil from his touch, but a wave of inexplicable pleasure washed over her, sending her passions into a sudden frenzy. She moaned involuntarily as the sensation penetrated her to the very core. 
 
   “Pleasant, is it not?” Martok’s voice was now deep and masculine. Far more so than Ethan’s.
 
   Kat closed her eyes, not daring to look at him, or even reply. The heat of his touch was driving her mad with desire. One glance - one single word uttered - and her will might shatter completely.
 
   “It’s all right to give in,” he said in a gentle whisper. “Nothing that happens here is of any consequence. You can do whatever you like. No one will ever know.”
 
   She could feel his hot breath on her neck. Her resistance was fading. She clenched her fists, knowing that within moments she was going to lose control and fall into complete abandon. 
 
   “Open your eyes,” Martok's soft voice persisted. “Open them and know pure joy.”
 
   As his lips pressed against her neck, Ethan’s face flashed through Kat's mind, his smile bathing her in pure love and kindness. It was all the motivation she needed. With a rush, her will returned. Her eyes flew open and she leaned back. Martok may have been wearing Ethan’s face, but she no longer saw the man she loved. He was a fiend.
 
   “Get the fuck away from me, asshole,” she shouted. Her fist shot out, connecting solidly with the point of his jaw. 
 
   Martok jumped to his feet, an expression of deep shock contorting his face. As he did so, Kat’s foot thudded into his groin. It was a hard, clean strike, but apart from bending over for a moment, he did not appear to be affected by it at all. Kat scrambled to the other side of the bed, her eyes blazing with fury. But rather than returning her anger, Martok simply began laughing and shaking his head.
 
   “Truly a strong will,” he remarked. “No one has ever resisted me as you have. Thank the spirits I can feel no pain in this place.”
 
   There was another bright flash, identical to the first, and Kat found herself standing on the beach once again. Martok was a few feet away, smiling broadly. She took a threatening step forward, but he held out his hand.
 
   “I felt no pain there,” he said. “But here, you would only be harming Ethan.”
 
   This halted her instantly. “If you ever do that to me again…”
 
   Her threat drew a round of hearty laughter. “You’ll do what exactly? Kill me?” 
 
   “In a way, yes,” she replied. “I’ll warn Ethan not to trust you. We’ll find a way to get rid of you once and for all.”
 
   His laughter ceased and his eyes began to glow with a sinister red light. “You’ll do no such thing. Not if you want him to live. And don’t forget who you are talking to, girl. I could kill you with a simple thought.”
 
   “But if you hurt me, Ethan will never accept your help.”
 
   Her words struck home. Slowly, the glow subsided and his smile returned. “Forgive my threat. You are absolutely right to be angry. I should have never attempted a seduction. But you are such an alluring creature, I simply could not resist the temptation.” He gestured for her to take a seat on the blanket.
 
   “I’ll stand,” she told him firmly.
 
   Martok shrugged. “As you wish.” He sat down and regarded her for a moment, then said: “I want you to convince Ethan that he must allow me to teach you magic. You will in turn instruct him.”
 
   Kat huffed. “Are you out of your mind? You want me to convince him that he should actually allow you to take over his body? After what you did and all that you’ve told me?”
 
   “And do you know of another way? If Ethan does not learn what he needs, Shinzan will kill him. Only I can help. This way, you will also get the benefit of learning powerful magic that can help protect him. You want that, don’t you? You want the power to keep your love safe?”
 
   Martok let his words sink in while Kat regarded him in silence. She hated the man, not just because he had so nearly caused her to lose control and betray the love of her life, but because he was right. More than anything she wanted to possess the power to keep Ethan alive and safe. As things were, she would be all but useless if Shinzan were to come.
 
   “I cannot forced this on you,” he continued. “You must allow your love for Ethan to guide you. You are wondering if there is a danger that I may completely possess his body. In truth, I do not know. So far, I am only able to maintain my influence over him for short periods. With each minute that passes, I become weaker and he stronger. This might change over time, and it might not. But regardless of all that, one thing remains undeniably true. Ethan is going to die unless you agree to accept my help. Nothing can stop this. Even if you survive Shinzan's minions, sooner or later he will overcome the dragons and venture forth himself. And when he does, he will find Ethan and kill him. He will flay him alive while you watch your love screaming and begging for death.” 
 
   His voice had become as hard as granite. “Understand that the being you are facing is not of this world. He does not care for life or concern himself with love. His sole purpose is to consume Lumnia and all who dwell upon her. He cannot be reasoned with. He cannot be contained. He can only be destroyed. And even with my knowledge and power, this may be impossible. But I am our only chance of salvation. So you must decide now. Will you help me?”
 
   A tear fell down Kat’s cheek. She opened her mouth. At first nothing came out. Then she managed to whisper a single word. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Martok’s features softened. “Good. Then there is hope.” He rubbed his temple. “It is now time I was leaving. You have my apologies for disturbing your evening.” 
 
   He gave a playful grin before adding: “And for anything else I may have done that was not to your liking.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Ethan sat bolt upright. His head was pounding and his eyes blurry. A pair of soft hands touched his chest, easing him back down.
 
   “Be still.” It was Kat’s voice. “Give yourself a minute.”
 
   He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “That-son-of-a-bitch!”
 
   “So you know what happened?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. I sure as hell do. And that will be the last time. That much I can promise you.”
 
   As his vision cleared he could see the dark expression on Kat’s face. Struggling up into a seated position, he took her hands and kissed her fingers. “Are you all right?”
 
   She forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just a bit shaken.”
 
   “Did he hurt you?” he asked, trying his best to keep the anger out of his voice. 
 
   Kat shook her head. “No. But there is something I have to talk to you about.” 
 
   She went on to recount what Martok had said, diplomatically leaving out any mention of his attempted seduction. Halfway through the telling, Ethan spotted the sleeping Maytra wrapped in the blanket and took a moment to check that she was still alive.
 
   “I don’t think he would hurt her,” Kat said. “He seemed pretty angry that Renald hadn’t removed the curse.”
 
   Satisfied that the dragon was unharmed, he gestured for Kat to continue. 
 
   Once she was done, he stood and turned his back, head lowered in contemplation. “Do you want me to allow Martok in?” he finally asked. 
 
   Kat’s heart ached. She could detect the fear in his voice. If she said yes, she might doom his spirit and enable Martok to take permanent control of his body. But if she said no…
 
   Ethan turned to face her. “Well? Should I?” 
 
   She stepped in and wrapped her arms around him in a gentle embrace. “Yes, I think you should. I don’t see any other way we can win.”
 
   Ethan leaned back just far enough for their eyes to meet. He gave her a reassuring smile. “I don’t trust him. But I do trust you. And if you think it’s the right thing to do, I’ll do it.”
 
   His words caused a knot in the pit of her stomach. “It’s the only thing we can do.”
 
   Ethan moved in to kiss her, but an agonized screech from Maytra shattered the moment. Quickly, he dropped down to examine the tiny dragon. She was thrashing her head about wildly, clearly in severe distress.
 
   “We need to get her to the cabin,” Ethan said. As carefully as possible, he scooped her up and cradled her in his arms. Before setting out, he paused to give Kat an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry the night got ruined. I really am.”
 
   She touched his cheek. “It’s all right. We can try again.”
 
   He tilted his head and kissed her hand. “And next time…no interruptions.”
 
   On arriving at the cabin, they found Jonas helping Renald to clear the table. Markus and Lylinora had already left for their customary after-dinner stroll by the lake. The moment Renald caught sight of the bundled up Maytra, he rushed over. 
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Ethan told him before he could say anything. “No thanks to you though.”
 
   He walked over to the hearth and gently placed the dragon near the fire. 
 
   “What happened?” Renald demanded. “And just what do you mean: No thanks to me?”
 
   Ethan glared at the old mage. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. Tell me. How did you justify it to yourself? How many years passed before you stopped thinking about it altogether?”
 
   Renald locked eyes and squared his shoulders. “You had better tell me what the hell you are talking about, right now.”
 
   “The curse,” Ethan told him. “You could have lifted it. You could have freed her. Yet you allowed her to live some stunted half-life, just to ease your loneliness.”
 
   Renald looked stricken. The color drained from his cheeks. “It…it wasn’t like that,” he stammered. Averting his eyes, he pushed his way past Ethan to where Maytra was sleeping. His joints cracked as he knelt down beside her and touched her head with the tip of his finger. “You…you removed it? How?”
 
   Ethan flicked a hand. “It doesn’t matter how. What matters is that she's free.”
 
   Renald gazed down at his longtime companion, tears welling in his old eyes. “I know I should have freed her,” he admitted, choking back his sobs. He stroked her neck. “But it took years and nearly all the strength I had to set the wards that protect this place. By the time I was finished, I was already getting old and weak. Not that I was a young man even when I arrived here. Maytra and Jafari were the only companions I had in all that time. I kept telling myself that I needed to regain some of my strength. That removing the curse on them before that would kill me.” He bowed his head to his chest. “But you are right. In truth, I let them remain as they were because I feared spending all the long years alone. And for that, I can ask no forgiveness.”
 
   Jonas knelt beside him and placed his hand on his shoulder. “We have all done wrong in our lifetime, my friend. Because of you, the dragons can return. You kept this place safe and hidden. I think that earns you forgiveness.” He looked over his shoulder at Ethan. “Wouldn’t you say so?”
 
   Ethan felt no pity. Only anger. His bond with the dragons was fueling his fury to such a degree, he wanted to throttle the old man. “He deserves to suffer,” he growled. “Just as he has allowed them to suffer. Renald has betrayed a trust only he and I can understand.” He turned and started toward the door. “But it is not me who will be his judge.” With this said, he stormed out of the cabin.
 
   Kat was quickly behind him. “Aren’t you being a bit harsh on the old guy?”
 
   Ethan sighed wearily. “Maybe. But if you felt the dragons the way my family does…” He shook his head. “There is a bond between us. A duty. And Renald abandoned it.” 
 
   He wrapped his arm around Kat. The feeling of her skin soon helped to drive away most of the anger. But this was only replaced with a feeling of extreme fatigue, making the walk back down to the boat seem like a much greater distance than it actually was. 
 
   By the time they arrived, he was nearly out on his feet. Kat helped him on board and stripped off his clothes. As she crawled into the bed beside him, the thought occurred that they were at last alone again. But the warmth of her body had him dozing in seconds. The last thing he heard before sleep took him was Kat’s tender voice saying: “I love you.”
 
   He tried to reply, but the world of dreams beckoned him away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Ethan was startled from his sleep by a loud crash that shook the entire boat. He scrambled to his feet, searching for his sword, then realized that he had left it back at the cabin. Kat was nowhere to be seen. Before he reached the door, he heard loud voices raised over the whir of an engine.  
 
   Outside on deck, squinting against the early morning sun, he could just make out the form of another boat identical to his own. A sigh of relief slipped out as two dwarves leapt from this onto the dock and began tying off. Their lack of beards told him they were likely from Borgen. 
 
   One of the dwarves spotted Ethan and raised an arm in greeting. “Lord Dragonvein is here, Your Highness!” he called out.
 
   A moment later King Ganix emerged and flashed Ethan a friendly smile. He responded with one of his own, but the sight of a tall elf woman with dark brown hair and piercing eyes coming into view behind the king quickly had him wide-eyed in surprise.  
 
   Ganix chuckled at his reaction. “I seem to attract all manner of traveling companions these days,” he remarked.
 
   At this point, Ethan became awkwardly aware that he was wearing nothing but his underclothes. Excusing himself, he ducked back inside to get properly dressed. By the time he re-emerged, six more dwarves aside from Ganix were standing on the dock, along with a human boy Ethan recognized as the lad they had left behind in Borgen. 
 
   Ethan approached the party and exchanged a fond embrace with Ganix. “I wasn't expecting you,” he said. “Has something happened?”
 
   “Much,” Ganix replied. He gestured to the elf at his side. “This is Keira, daughter of King Lotheri. Keira, may I present Ethan Dragonvein.”
 
   Ethan bowed. “I’m pleased to meet you, Keira.”
 
   She regarded him for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite different from what I expected.”
 
   He smiled. “Let me guess. I look too young and skinny to be the son of Praxis Dragonvein.”
 
   “Actually, I was going to say that your face is kinder than I would have imagined,” she corrected. “And your manner is not as stiff and formal as the stories I've heard about the mages.”
 
   Ethan couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ve been described in quite a few ways during my time. But stiff and formal…never.”
 
   “Where are the others?” asked Ganix. 
 
   “Probably at the cabin,” he replied. “Though I imagine Renald is already on his way here. His wards would have warned him that someone has arrived.”
 
   “Renald? You mean someone lives here?”
 
   “Believe it or not,” said Ethan. “He’s my uncle.”
 
   Ganix was completely taken aback. “Clearly there is much for us to talk about.”
 
   Ethan’s eyes darted over to Keira. “You can say that again.”
 
   After instructing the crew to remain where they were, Ganix followed Ethan up the path leading to the cabin. As expected, Renald was just cresting the hill when they reached the edge of the wards. Kat, Markus, and Lylinora were close behind him. The two women visibly relaxed when they saw King Ganix, but Markus' hand shot to the hilt of his sword at the sight of the elf woman.
 
   “I can guess that the old man is your uncle,” said Ganix. “But who is the young woman with Lylinora?”
 
   Ethan gave him a sideways grin. “Kat, Your Highness.”
 
   Ganix eyed him incredulously. “Kat?”
 
   Before Ethan could explain, Renald halted and spread his arms wide. “Who have you brought here?” he demanded, his voice booming with startling intensity. “And how did they find this place?”
 
   Ganix stepped forward and gave a low sweeping bow. “Forgive the intrusion. I am King Ganix.” He reached inside his pocket to retrieve a small stone, which he held out in the palm of his hand. “I arrived here by using this. I gave Ethan its twin in the event we ever needed to find one another.”
 
   Before Renald was able to respond to this, Keira unexpectedly pushed her way past Ethan. “There is no need to be afraid, Onidel. Even a blind man should see that an elf has come. Or have you forsaken your friendship with my people.”
 
   After a second, Renald lowered his arms and nodded. “Pardon my caution. But these are strange times.”
 
   “Indeed they are if Onidel still walks in Lumnia,” she said. 
 
   “You know him?” asked Ethan.
 
   “Not personally,” she replied. “But his name was marked onto his spirit by my people.” She could see that Ethan was confused, but gave no further explanation. 
 
   “Come and be welcome then,” said Renald. 
 
   Kat burst down the hill. After throwing her arms around Ethan, she turned to King Ganix. “It’s good to see you again, Your Highness.”
 
   “Indeed. It is good to see you too. Though I must admit it is hard to believe what I am seeing.”
 
   “I’ll tell you all about it once we are in Renald’s cabin,” Ethan promised. 
 
   They set off together, though Markus walked several paces behind the rest of the group and his hand never strayed far from the hilt of his sword the entire way. 
 
   “Why do the elves call you Onidel?” Ethan asked Renald, just as the cabin came into view.
 
   “When I was among them, it was the elf name they gave me,” he explained. “It means blind one.” Seeing Ethan’s amusement, he added: “It was because I was never able to understand magic in the same way they do. It was not meant as an insult.”
 
   “You are correct,” Keira confirmed. “To give you an elf name marks you as a friend to my people.” She glanced at Ethan. “Were you an elf, you could see it as I do. The name he was given surrounds him.”
 
   Renald sighed. “It was abilities such as that which I sought. But in the end I came to realize that although each race boasts its own talents, they cannot be shared directly. Such a pity.”
 
   Jonas, Jake, and Val came outside as the party stepped onto the porch. Though Jonas was clearly astonished to see an elf among them, it was Jake and Val who reacted the most forcefully, displaying a combination of fear and utter amazement. It occurred to Ethan that neither of them had ever seen anyone who was not a human before. He recalled his own reaction and stepped forward to make introductions. Once the siblings were told who the two newcomers were, he looked at them and smiled.
 
   “I know it’s odd,” he said. “But there’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
   Val returned the smile. But Jake puffed out his chest and stepped back toward the door.  
 
   “I’m not afraid,” he blustered. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”
 
   “Your friend lies poorly,” remarked Keira. Though her words were insulting, her tone was matter of fact. “Is he considered a child among your race?”
 
   “Fuck you, lady,” snapped Jake.
 
   Keira laughed softly. “I was correct then?”
 
   Jake’s top lip curled up into a snarl. “Look here you pointy-eared bitch –”
 
   Val gripped her brother’s arms. “Please, Jake. Calm down.”
 
   “I meant no insult,” said Keira. “It was only a question. I myself have recently come into adulthood. My father tells me I am still both reckless and impetuous. Were you to notice this and remark on it, why should I take offense? The truth is the truth.”
 
   The veins in Jake’s forehead and neck were bulging; his face had turned a bright crimson. 
 
    “Why don’t you and Val go for a walk?” Jonas suggested, placing a hand on Jake’s shoulder.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” he snapped back.
 
   “Then you will hold your tongue,” Renald told him. “You were accused of being a child, then you prove it by behaving like one.”
 
   The truth behind these words shocked Jake out of his fury. His expression quickly melted into one of humiliation. “Maybe I will go for a walk,” he muttered, glancing at Kat, who was plainly amused. With head down to avoid any further eye contact, he set off toward the lake. 
 
   “I’ll go see that he’s all right,” Val said, starting after him.
 
   “He’s really not all that bad,” said Jonas. “Just a bit hot headed. Considering everything he’s been through, he’s actually handling things quite well.”
 
   Renald shook his head, grumbling incoherently while ushering everyone inside. Once they were all seated, Ganix asked for their attention.
 
   “I am sorry, but I am forced to omit the usual pleasantries and get straight to the point. Ethan must return to Elyfoss as soon as possible. There is now an alliance between the elves and the dwarves. One of the conditions to this was that I must send Ethan to meet with Keira’s father and ruler of her people, King Lotheri.”
 
   Renald immediately shook his head. “Impossible! He has too much yet to learn. And I cannot leave this place.”
 
   Ethan's face turned to a stone mask. “I don’t need you to teach me any longer.”
 
   Renald was only able to maintain eye contact for a brief moment. “If you are saying what I think you are, then I urge you to reconsider.”
 
   “I am saying that I don’t need you,” Ethan said firmly. He looked to Ganix. “But I think everyone else should stay here and keep studying.”
 
   Kat, who was sitting alongside him, stiffened. “If you think you’re leaving me behind, think again.”
 
   He took her by the hand. “I wouldn’t dare try.”
 
   “I assume you intend to allow Martok to aid you,” said Lylinora. 
 
   Ethan considered his words. “I intend to do what I think is best. And what is best right now is that you and Renald keep working with Val and Jake.”
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting something?” asked Markus. “There’s still another mage to find.”
 
   Puzzlement creased Ganix's face. “I think it might help if I fully understood what has happened since you arrived here. But first, there is something I need to ask. Borgen was attacked and Rakaal killed. I know that you had nothing to do with this directly, but I wondered if maybe someone saw you leave. Did you notice anything unusual when you departed?”
 
   A silence fell as all eyes turned to Jonas. The old servant shifted uncomfortably in his seat and folded his hands on the table.
 
   “The fault lies with me, Your Highness,” he said. “I am the one who is responsible for the attack.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Kat cut in. “You had no way of knowing.”
 
   Ganix’s countenance darkened. “No way of knowing what?”
 
   “Shinzan cast a spell upon him long ago,” explained Renald. “He was unaware of its existence. He did not knowingly betray you, or your people.”
 
   “And now?” Ganix’s voice trembled and his jaw tightened. “Has the spell been removed?”
 
   “No. I could not remove it. But my wards will prevent Shinzan from knowing what happens here. Though Jonas cannot leave this place, he can no longer be of use to Shinzan.”
 
   Ganix rose and turned his back.
 
   “I wish there was a way for me to make amends,” said Jonas. “I can only beg that you might somehow find it in your heart to forgive me.”
 
   After a few seconds of silence, the king’s shoulders slumped. “No one was as dear to me as Rakaal. I feel his loss keenly. And I cannot say I am not enraged by this news.” 
 
   He turned to face Jonas. Slowly his features softened. “But I would be misplacing my anger to direct it toward you, Jonas. It is clear you were ignorant of the spell. And it was not you, but Shinzan, who sent soldiers to attack my people.” He re-took his seat, and, after composing himself further, began recounting the events which had led to their arrival in the Dragon Wastes. 
 
   Once he was finished, Ethan sat quietly considering matters for a full minute. Then he said: “This allegiance is helpful, but we’ll need more than just the elves, don’t you think?”
 
   “I believe so,” affirmed Ganix. “Even with our combined forces, the humans will overcome us with sheer numbers.” He looked to Keira, who also nodded her agreement. 
 
   “It is astounding that the ship which brought your people here might still exist,” said Renald, changing the subject. “My brother once told me that the dwarves were not of this world. But until this moment, I always thought he'd been having fun with me – showing off that he had a powerful friend in King Vidar. To think you were once actually capable of traveling the stars…” 
 
   He shook his head in wonder.
 
   “What exactly do you hope to find here?” Lylinora asked Ganix.
 
   He spread his hands. “Something – anything - which might help our cause. That is assuming we can find the ship. After all these centuries, it could be buried deep within the earth.” His eyes lit up. “Renald, have you seen anything that could help our search?”
 
   The old mage shook his head. “I am sorry. But if your ship is still out there, I have never seen it. However, the Dragon Wastes are vast. And I have only searched a small portion of it.”
 
   Ganix sighed. “I knew it was too much to hope for. Nothing is ever that easy.”
 
   “Why is it so important that your father speak to Ethan?” Kat asked Keira.
 
   “He has his reasons,” she answered. “I do not question him. Neither should you.”
 
   Kat leaned forward. “I’ll question whoever I like.”
 
   Keira’s eyes passed from Kat to Ethan. “She is your mate?”
 
   “We are together, yes,” Kat jumped in, cutting off any reply from Ethan.
 
   “Then know that no harm will come to him,” Keira told her. 
 
   “I wouldn’t do it,” chipped in Markus. “Elves can’t be trusted.”
 
   “And how would you know this?” Keira challenged, though her voice held no trace of anger.
 
   “I’ve had experience with your kind before. And your bloodthirsty ways.”
 
   Keira regarded him closely. “This coming from one who has killed so many. The dark haze of death surrounds you, and yet you think to accuse my people of being bloodthirsty?”
 
   Ignoring her, Markus turned to Ethan. “Do whatever you think is right. But whatever happens, don’t place your trust in them. Lylinora may have healed my scars. But I remember the elves' laughter as they were carving their hatred into my flesh.”
 
   Keira nodded with understanding. “Ah, I see. If you have suffered at the hands of my people, that is unfortunate. And I admit that our hatred for humans may have made causing you pain enjoyable for some of us. But unless you intend to seek vengeance, we are no longer your foe.”
 
   “And if I do intend to seek it?” The Markus of recent times was fading; it was Specter who was emerging once again in his eyes and tone.
 
   Keira remained unmoved. “Then here I am. Seek your vengeance if you can. Be done with it.”
 
   Markus' hand seized the hilt of his sword, but Lylinora touched his shoulder. “That’s enough,” she told him. “This isn’t helping.”
 
   A tense few seconds passed before Markus eventually dragged his eyes away from Keira. After giving a small grunt, he released his sword and turned to Lylinora, a tight smile on his face. “Yes. You’re right, of course.”
 
   Ganix cleared his throat. “I think now might be a good time to hear what has been happening to the rest of you since you arrived.”
 
   “Good idea,” said Ethan. “Besides, the decision is already made. Kat and I are going to Elyfoss. The rest of you will stay here.” 
 
   He went on to tell Ganix and Keira of all that had occurred since his arrival in the Wastes. Ganix was absolutely stunned as the tale unfolded, interrupting him repeatedly to ask questions. Keira’s reaction was significantly milder, only raising an eyebrow at Ethan's encounter with the dragons, and of his journey to Earth with Markus and Kat. The sun was sinking low in the sky by the time he finished, and the growling of stomachs said that a meal was overdue.
 
   Renald got up and lit the stove. “There is plenty of fruit and vegetables for your people on the boat, Your Highness. But I don’t have the room for them all to eat here, I’m afraid.”
 
   “We’re fine,” Ganix assured him. “We’ll be leaving on our search as soon as possible. But before we do, I would like to speak with you about what you know of the Dragon Wastes. I have heard stories of its perils.”
 
   “They are more than stories. But you should be safe enough if you are vigilant…and provided you brought dwarf weapons with you.”
 
   “We did indeed,” said Ganix.
 
   Renald nodded. “Good. Then we will speak after supper.”
 
   With Jonas helping Renald to prepare the food, the rest of them filed out through the door. Realizing that his people might be concerned at his prolonged absence, Ganix headed back toward the boat. As he walked away, Markus pulled Ethan to one side, at the same time eyeing Keira, who seemed content to sit and wait beneath a nearby tree. Kat and Lylinora joined them.
 
   “I don’t like it,” Markus said. “Elves have hated the dwarves for thousands of years. This may be some sort of ploy.”
 
   Ethan shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think the threat of Shinzan’s power is enough to keep them in line. The elves know they have no chance against him without help. And who else is there?”
 
   “The enemy of my enemy?” scoffed Markus. “Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m saying. From what Renald has told me, the elves know that Shinzan is killing this world. If he isn’t stopped, there will soon be nothing left. Hating the dwarves won’t save them. Learning to work together is their only hope.”
 
   “It isn’t the elves that concern me,” said Lylinora. “It’s your plan to accept Martok's help. Are you sure you can maintain control? What if he takes over?”
 
   “He won’t,” Ethan assured her.
 
   “You can’t know that.” 
 
   “What choice do I have? Renald can’t teach me what I need to know. And neither can you.”
 
   A loud screech echoed from the direction of the lake. Ethan closed his eyes for a moment.
 
   “Was that Maytra?” asked Kat.
 
   “Yes,” he replied. “She’s in pain.”
 
   Lylinora frowned. “Is there anything we can do to help her?” 
 
   Ethan shook his head slowly. “She was cursed for a long time. Now that it’s gone, she’s changing…and it’s painful. There’s nothing we can do. It just has to take its course. That could take weeks...months...or even years for all I know.”
 
   “When she’s healed, do you think she will help us?” asked Markus. “A dragon would be one hell of an advantage.”
 
   “She might,” replied Ethan. “To be honest, I haven’t thought about it much. It might all be over long before she’s healthy enough to do anything.” He took a long breath and cracked a smile. “Look, I don’t want either of you to worry. The elves won’t kill me, and Martok won’t take over. The best thing you can do is get Jake and Val ready for what’s coming.”
 
   “Great advice,” said Markus. “It would be even better if we actually knew what that was.”
 
   They returned to the porch and waited for Renald to call them inside. A short time later, Val and Jake strolled up. Jake gave them all an embarrassed smile. 
 
   “Sorry for blowing up like that,” he said. “Seeing people who aren’t human was a bit more than I could deal with at first. I should have acted better.” He nodded over at Keira, who was still sitting beneath the tree. “Is she angry?”
 
   “I don’t think that one has enough emotions in her to get angry,” said Markus. 
 
   At this, Keira glanced over and rose to her feet. As she approached, her eyes were fixed on Markus.
 
   “I am more than capable of anger,” she said. “And you should be aware that elves can hear very well indeed.”
 
   Markus sneered. “You should be able to hear a whisper from a mile away with ears like that.”
 
   Ethan thought he saw a flash of irritation in Keira’s eyes, but it was gone before he could be certain. “Are you staying here or coming back with us?” he asked her.
 
   “My duties demand my return,” she replied. “I am to see you safely to Elyfoss.”
 
   Markus took Lylinora’s hand. “If you’ll excuse us.” The couple wandered off in the direction of the lake. 
 
   “Yeah, and I need to wash the dust off before we eat,” said Jake. He and Val quickly followed the same path as the other two.
 
   “I do believe I have upset your friends,” Keira observed. 
 
   “They’ll be fine,” said Ethan. “You’re just not what they expected to see. And as far as Markus is concerned…well, you know about that.”
 
   “Do you think they would feel better knowing that I am just as uncomfortable as they are?” she asked. 
 
   Ethan chuckled. “They might. But I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”
 
   “When do you want to leave?” Kat asked Keira.
 
   “If it was possible, I would return this very moment,” she replied. “Though I realize this may be impractical. I’m sure you need time to prepare. But I would urge you not to delay a minute more than you must. Plans are already in motion. And much depends on you.”
 
   Ethan walked toward the porch chairs, gesturing for the others to follow. “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know precisely. My father was not forthcoming regarding his intentions. All I know is that he is determined to speak with you.”
 
   As they took their seats, they could hear the clatter of pots and dishes along with irritated grumblings from Renald. Keira knitted her brow and shifted in her chair for a moment before standing up again.
 
   “We’ll leave as soon as King Ganix and his people have set off on their search,” Ethan told her. “From what he said earlier, that won't be very long.” 
 
   As he finished speaking, another screech from Maytra caused him to wince.
 
   Keira regarded him for a moment. “You feel its pain, yes?” 
 
   He nodded  
 
   “And you hear its thoughts as well?”
 
   “Not in the way you might think,” he replied. “I hear her intentions. Her feelings. But dragons have no language you would understand.”
 
   “I think you may be surprised by what an elf can understand,” she retorted.
 
   For a moment Ethan thought she sounded offended, but her impassive expression made it impossible to be certain. “Do all of your people hide their feelings like you?” he asked.
 
   “No. You will find that we are quite the opposite. I hide my feelings in order to avoid being a victim of my own passions. A lesson hard learned. What I am doing for my father is crucial. I cannot afford to cloud my head with anger, hate, or doubt.”
 
   “Is that what you are hiding?” asked Kat.
 
   Keira turned her back. “What I am hiding is my own affair.” Having stated this, she crossed back over to the tree and sat, eyes downturned. 
 
   Ethan could see Kat was about to say something, but touched his ear to remind her that anything she said would definitely be overheard. 
 
   A short time later Ganix reappeared with all six of his people, along with the young boy. Each carried bulky packs across their backs and vicious hand axes on their belts. All but Ganix continued on past the cabin.
 
   “They will make a camp near the edge of Renald’s wards tonight,” said Ganix. “We are anxious to get started, so you’ll forgive me if we leave tomorrow.”
 
   “That should make Keira happy,” said Ethan. “There’s nothing more I can accomplish here until the dragons have recovered their strength enough to keep the portal stable. So we’ll leave tomorrow too.”
 
   The meal was short and passed quietly. With not enough chairs to accommodate everyone, Val and Jake took their plates out onto the porch. To Ethan’s relief, Markus remained reserved throughout and made no further attempts to antagonize Keira. Afterwards, Ganix asked Renald to accompany him to his people's camp to talk over their route and give advice regarding precautions. 
 
   “This is goodbye yet again,” the dwarf king said to Ethan. Reaching into his pocket, he produced a folded parchment that he passed over with trembling hands. “Please deliver this to King Halvar if you don’t mind.”
 
   Ethan took the message and tucked it into his shirt. “Are you scared?”
 
   “Excited,” he replied. “Who knows what I’ll discover if we find our ship. This could very well answer every question I’ve ever had about my people. I feel like a young man preparing for his wedding night.”
 
   As a group, they watched Renald and Ganix vanish into the night. Ethan and Kat then made their way to the boat. He was hoping for some time alone with her, but to his chagrin he noticed Keira was close behind them.
 
   Kat squeezed his hand. “To be honest, I’m glad we’re leaving. I miss Elyfoss. And I bet they’ll give us our own room.”
 
   Ethan grinned and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Now I really want to get going.”
 
   Keira slept on the boat that she had arrived on, and even though Kat and Ethan had a rare few hours alone on board the other craft, the thought that the elf might be able to hear them was enough to douse their passion. Nonetheless, Ethan felt a sense of great contentment with Kat dozing in his arms. The warmth of her body and her deep, steady breathing soon coaxed him into slumber. 
 
   He rose just as the first light of dawn was peeking in through the portholes. Kat was still sleeping soundly, though he noticed a tiny smile on her lips. What was she dreaming about, he wondered? He hoped it might be about him.
 
   Sliding out carefully from the bed, he made his way to the rear deck. The air was brisk: much cooler than most mornings, making him regret not donning a shirt. He considered returning for one, but was afraid of disturbing Kat. It would be a pity to interrupt her in the middle of a pleasant dream. 
 
   “It’s times like this I miss coffee,” he muttered.
 
   After a few minutes, he decided to take a walk to the beach. The sun was halfway up on the horizon, casting a vivid orange light across the ocean surface. Thousands of tiny rays twinkled and shimmered, making it difficult to focus. He leaned back on one elbow, shielding his eyes with his free hand. It was tempting to wake Kat so she could share the splendor of the sunrise with him, but a splash on the surface of the water caught his eye, driving this thought away.
 
   It wasn't just the sight of Keira swimming that captured his attention so fully; it was the fact that she was swimming with a young sirean. The creature was circling her with amazing swiftness while the elf, with a bright smile on her face, was playfully splashing water at it. Ethan watched this scene with astonishment for several minutes. Keira suddenly then noticed him. In a flurry of motion, the sirean leapt up nearly three feet out of the water and dove beneath the surface.
 
   Keira swam to the shore, her smile gone. As she emerged from the water, Ethan saw that she was completely naked. He was absolutely stunned by her beauty. Though not as curvaceous as Kat, her form was perfectly proportioned. Every inch was toned, and her fluid movements captured him. He knew that he should look away, but found himself unable to.
 
   “Why do you stare at me so?” she asked. It was obvious that she was not in the least embarrassed for him to see her this way.
 
   Ethan averted his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know…I mean…” He let out a groan. “I should just go.”
 
   “There is no need,” she said. “If my body pleases you, feel free to look.”
 
   Ethan kept his eyes focused on the ground. “I was just taking a walk. I didn’t know you were here.” He took a step back. 
 
   “Your heart beats quickly,” she noticed. “And your breathing is rapid and shallow. Is this a sign you wish to couple? Forgive my ignorance if I’m mistaken. I know very little of humans.”
 
   “Couple? No!” He took another step back, but Keira moved around to bar his way. 
 
   “Are you sure? I’ve never considered such a thing with a human. But my father says I should be open to new experiences.”
 
   “I don’t want to…couple,” he insisted. “Please let me by.”
 
   “Is it that you already have a mate?” She moved in closer. “Perhaps I could ask for her permission first?”
 
   In spite of himself, Ethan glanced up. Her eyes were fixed on him in a way that caused his cheeks to flush. Suddenly, he could feel his passions stirring. “I have to go,” he told her. “Really.”
 
   “It’s no trouble,” she pressed. “In fact, your mate is here now.”
 
   Though the elf’s back was turned, she was correct. Kat was making her way toward them with deliberate strides, her eyes burning with fury. 
 
   “Perfect,” Ethan muttered.
 
   A tiny smile formed at the corners of Keira’s mouth. “Alas. Perhaps another time then?”   
 
   Ethan could hear the elf woman laughing softly as she walked to where her clothes were folded neatly a few yards away.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Kat shouted. She was making a beeline for Keira.  
 
   Ethan moved into her path and grabbed her arms. “It wasn’t what you think.”
 
   Kat tore herself free. “Then what the fuck was it? Explain why you’re here. And why she’s naked. Then explain to me why she was standing there right in front of you.”
 
   “The fault was mine,” Keira cut in. She had already donned her pants and shirt and her shoes were hanging by her fingers. “I was swimming. He did not know I was here.”
 
   “So he shows up and what? You try to fuck him?”
 
   Keira laughed and shook her head. “I was only having a bit of fun.” She pushed her way past them both. “You see? I’m not without emotion, after all. Or a sense of humor.” 
 
   Kat took off after her, but Ethan managed to catch her in time.
 
   “I’ll kill the bitch. I swear it,” she raged. “And you! I saw the way you were looking at her.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he protested. “She was standing right in front of me. How could I not look at her? I was just about to leave when you showed up.” 
 
   He placed his forearms on Kat's shoulders. “Look me in the eyes...please.”
 
   For several seconds she stubbornly refused to meet his gaze. Only after letting out a low growl of anger did she relent. Even now, her eyes were still hot with fury. “Okay. I’m looking at you.”
 
   Ethan smiled at her with all the sincerity he could muster. “Believe me, I have absolutely no interest in Keira. None. The only woman I want to be with is mad as hell and standing right in front of me. I would never betray you like that. Do you understand? Never.”
 
   Slowly, Kat's rage seemed to fade.  She reached up to grab hold of his face with both hands.
 
    “Okay, I believe you,” she said quietly. 
 
   An instant later her foot shot out, connecting hard with his shin.
 
   With a yelp of pain, Ethan hopped around clutching at his injury. “What was that for?”
 
   Kat smirked. “For making me feel jealous.” She shoved his chest, sending him tumbling down onto the sand. “Don’t let it happen again.”
 
   In spite of the pain, Ethan could not resist laughing. “So I’m forgiven?”
 
   Kat huffed and crossed her arms, though her expression had changed from a mask of pure anger into one of a scolding parent. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Ethan’s hand snaked out to catch Kat by the ankle. It took only a sharp tug to shake her footing sufficiently to have her falling down onto the sand beside him. She scrambled away, but he caught her belt with the tips of his fingers and pulled her back.
 
   “Let me go,” she said through barely contained laughter. “I said I’ll have to think about it.”
 
   Ethan crawled forward until they were face-to-face. “But I really want to be forgiven now,” he told her. 
 
   Her struggles ceased as he met her eyes. Rolling on top of him, she straddled his chest. “Fine. You’re forgiven.”
 
   Ethan pulled her back down. Their kiss was light, almost playful at first, but quickly it became deep and urgent. When their lips finally parted, he could feel the fires in his chest burning. 
 
   “But if she ever does something like that again…” Kat told him, allowing the warning to hang in the air.
 
   Holding hands, they made their way back to the boat. After dressing they then proceeded to the cabin. Jonas and Markus were on the porch playing chess. Through the open door, Ethan could see the others sitting around the table eating breakfast.
 
   “All ready to go?” called Markus.
 
   Ethan gave them both a confident wave, though Jonas didn’t look up. His concentration was focused entirely on the game board. He had sworn an oath to one day defeat Markus, but had yet to fulfil it. “I know you are cheating,” he muttered. “And soon as I figure out how, you’re done.”
 
   Ethan and Kat moved on inside and took a seat at the table. 
 
   The mood was solemn throughout their meal. Even Val, who Ethan had found to be quite pleasant company most of the time, hardly spoke a word. Once finished eating, he set about bidding a final farewell to everyone, though Renald was noticeably excluded from this. His anger toward the old mage had only increased as Maytra’s desperate cries continued to sound regularly from the direction of the lake. Markus had earlier asked why he hadn’t gone to see her, and he had been forced to explain that witnessing her agony was too much for him to bear.
 
   Markus and Lylinora insisted on walking down to the boat with them. Their supplies had already been loaded, and they found Keira waiting impatiently on the bow. 
 
   “Do be careful,” said Lylinora. “And return soon.” She embraced them both warmly. 
 
   Markus slapped Ethan on the arm. “Don’t get in too much trouble. I won’t be around to save your ass this time.” His eyes then shifted over to Kat. “But I suppose you’re in good hands.”
 
   It was an emotional moment, and Ethan did not care to draw it out. Once he and Kat were on board, he immediately set about pulling in the mooring ropes and then climbed into the wheelhouse to join the two women. At a single touch, the low hum of the engine sprang into life.
 
   “It will be a long journey,” remarked Keira as they moved off.
 
   Kat gave her a contemptuous look. “And I suggest you keep your mouth shut and your hands to yourself while we’re on it.”
 
   The elf was unmoved by Kat’s attitude. “Join me in the cabin,” she said. “We should speak alone.”
 
   Kat glanced at Ethan, who simply shrugged. “That's fine by me,” he said.
 
   But it wasn't really fine at all. After the two women disappeared from view, Ethan shook his head in exasperation. Keira’s sense of humor had certainly complicated matters. The last thing he needed was for the two of them to be at each other’s throats in the middle of an ocean. He kept his ears sharp, but even after several minutes, he still couldn't hear any sounds of trouble. And when Kat did finally return, she had a strangely satisfied and almost excited look on her face.
 
   “What did you two talk about?” he asked as she climbed into the wheelhouse beside him.
 
   She moved close and rested against his shoulder. “Nothing much. We just needed to straighten a few things out.”
 
   Ethan kissed the top of her head and then focused his attention on the horizon. Better to let it drop, he considered, even though his curiosity was steadily rising as to what Keira could possibly have said to affect Kat in such a way. 
 
   Something told him he would never get to know.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Shinzan cast his eyes over the vast expanse of diseased terrain before him. The Shadow Lands were not of his doing; they had already been there when he'd first arrived on Lumnia. No one had ever dared to cross them. Not even the armies of the once mighty Five Kingdoms. It was why he had chosen the desert to the east of this desolate place as his home. It had left him isolated and secure while he gathered his strength during those first few years. 
 
   Once a home for all manner of foul creatures, the Shadow Lands were now completely devoid of life: a necessity if his forces were to traverse them unmolested. The vile nature of the beasts had made it impossible for him to control them, which was a pity. They would have been quite useful. Particularly now that he was forced to remain near his palace.
 
   “How long must we wait?” asked a distinctly soft and feminine voice.
 
   Shinzan turned his head, frowning. “Did I not tell you to stay in the tent?”
 
   “And I told you I wanted to see it.”
 
   A flash of anger struck him. Few could speak to him in such a manner and live. But Jassa was unique. Unbreakable and fearless. The unspeakable humiliation and pain she had endured was beyond human comprehension. Yet regardless of how much she suffered, she had never once begged or groveled. She had met his eyes with defiance – daring him to kill her. Only one other woman had ever intrigued him so. 
 
   He held out his hand. “Then wait here with me. It will be here very soon.”
 
   “Have you done as promised?” Jassa asked. “Has Vraylic been sent back to his family?”
 
   “Do you really care, my dear?”
 
   “I am in his debt,” she told him. Her voice held no emotion. “And that is a position I do not enjoy being in.”
 
   Shinzan gave her a sour frown. “I am beginning to think you actually love him.” He tightened his grip, but she did not cry out. “But of course, that cannot be.”
 
   In spite of the pain Shinzan’s spiteful hold must have been causing her, Jassa laughed softly. “What care you of love? If I do indeed love Vraylic, that is my own affair. You have no say in the matter. You want me by your side, and I am here. You choose to treat me well rather than kill me, and I accept that. But you do not, and never will, govern my heart.”
 
   Shinzan sent a wave of healing magic into her injured hand. “Of course, you are correct. I care nothing of human love. And to answer your question - no, I have not sent Vraylic away. He remains in my palace.”
 
   Jassa shook her head. “Then you are a liar. One more reason to despise you.”
 
   “You say you despise me, yet you share my bed with such enthusiasm. Even when I forced your precious Vraylic to watch.”
 
   Jassa shrugged. “My plight is what it is. There is no reason not to make the best of it.”
 
   “Is that why you ordered your own servants killed?” Shinzan asked, smiling. “I recall you did so without hesitation.”
 
   “They were plotting against you. It had to be done.”
 
   “That I know,” he told her. “I was fully aware of the plot. But what has baffled me is why you would wish to stop them.”
 
   “That I did so is all that should matter to you. My reasons are my own.”
 
   “And if I said you would be returned to a state of slavery if you do not answer?”
 
   “Do what you must,” she replied. 
 
   Shinzan threw his head back in laughter. This is what he enjoyed about her. She truly meant every word. He could give her to the soldiers to ravage repeatedly and she would still say not one word more than she intended. Nothing he could do would change that. Nothing he could threaten her with would break her will. The five-hundred soldier escort at his back was not worth one of her. His mind drifted back to the last days of the war.
 
   “Are you thinking about her again?” Jassa asked.
 
   “And if I were?”
 
   She flicked her free hand casually. “Then go to her. Release her. Or are you afraid she would bring out in you that which you claim not to possess or understand?”
 
   Shinzan gave her a sideways glance. “Careful, my dear. There is only so far you can be allowed to go. Do not presume that you have tasted the worst of my wrath.” 
 
   Of course, this was an empty threat and he knew it. He had done everything short of killing this girl. Though he would eventually end her life, for now, he enjoyed her far too much. 
 
   A deep thundering roar came to them from high above the cloud cover. Shinzan could hear the men behind him shifting and whispering nervously. He sniffed contemptuously. If they weren’t already fodder, he would have killed them on the spot. 
 
   Another roar pierced the air, causing the ground to tremble. Jassa craned her neck, searching the sky. A moment later her hand shot out and she pointed to a break in the clouds. A massive silver dragon was descending in a tight spiral. Flames one-hundred feet long spewed from its great maw, heralding death and destruction. As the creature came closer, a cloaked figure could be seen riding atop, just between its hulking shoulders. When it finally landed about twenty yards away, the impact very nearly threw Jassa from her feet, forcing her to clutch at Shinzan’s arm. 
 
   “Impressive, is it not?” remarked the Emperor.
 
   She regained her footing and smoothed her dress. “Magnificent. And you say that you can control it?”
 
   “It will do as I command,” he replied.
 
   The figure on the dragon's back leapt down and strode toward the Emperor. “Your Majesty,” he said, kneeling. “I have done as you commanded.”
 
   “Rise, General Hronso,” said Shinzan. “You have done quite well. This more than makes up for your earlier failures.”
 
   Hronso stood and bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
 
   Shinzan approached the dragon. Even in the dull gray of an overcast sky, its silver scales gleamed brightly. In sharp contrast, its eyes had become as black as pitch, unblinking and devoid of all will. It stared straight ahead, not acknowledging Shinzan’s presence. He placed his palm against the beast’s neck and closed his eyes.
 
   “You will do nicely,” he whispered. “Very nicely indeed.”
 
   The dragon remained perfectly motionless.
 
   “You should move away,” Shinzan called to Jassa and Hronso. 
 
   The pair hurriedly moved aside to allow a clear line of sight to the five-hundred terrified men. Shinzan patted the dragon on the neck and then took a few steps back. 
 
   In a single movement, it leapt a hundred yards to where the soldiers were standing. Instantly, they scattered and began fleeing. But it was pointless. A stream of flame sprang forth from the creature, completely consuming everything it touched. It moved its head from side to side, covering the entire area with hellish fire. Screams and pleas for mercy were quickly silenced as the deadly work continued.  In less than a minute it was all over. The dragon then turned to face Shinzan. 
 
   “Perfect,” said the Emperor, smiling. He walked over to Jassa, who was staring at the scene with a mixture of revulsion and amazement. “What do you think, my dear?”
 
   It took a moment for the girl to respond. “You will unleash this on the dwarves?”
 
   Shinzan kissed her hand. “The dwarves, the elves, and anyone else who dares challenge me.”
 
   “Does it have a name?” she asked.
 
   “Garnak used to be his name,” he told her. “But now he is nothing but an empty vessel – his will totally surrendered to mine. You could give him a new name, if it pleases you.”
 
   She took a few cautious steps toward the great beast, transfixed. “Loknar,” she said. “His name should be Loknar. It was the name of a terrible monster in a story that my mother used to tell me as a child.”
 
   “And what became of the terrible monster? How did the story end?”
 
   “I don’t know. It frightened me so badly, I always made her stop before the end.”
 
   Shinzan raised an eyebrow. “I find it difficult to imagine you being frightened.”
 
   The stench of burning flesh was becoming increasingly strong as the flames died, revealing the charred stumps of the dead. Jassa covered her nose. “That was a long time ago. Much has happened since then.”
 
   Shinzan nodded. “It certainly has.” 
 
   He beckoned over General Hronso. “I think it’s time our foes discover what it means to defy me, don’t you?”
 
   Hronso bowed. “I will make them suffer, Your Majesty.”
 
   The Emperor smiled again. “I am sure that you will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Keira did most of the work when it came to finding their way back to Borgen. For this, Ethan was more than a little grateful. Navigation, he quickly discovered, was infinitely more difficult when there were no voices in his head to direct him.
 
   Everyone was greatly excited to hear the news that King Ganix had arrived safely in the Dragon Wastes. A young dwarf named Forsym, who had been left in charge of the island, provided Ethan with a pilot to take them on the second stage of their journey. He also presented him with a sending rod.
 
   “When you are ready to return,” he instructed. “Grip it tightly and concentrate. Once you have made contact, simply inform us where you are and we will come to collect you.”
 
   Ethan thanked him, and after only a few hours rest, was ready to set off once again. His intention was to head north for the shores near Gol’ Shupa. From there, he was hopeful that they would be able to make it inside the mountain unseen.
 
   They had been back at sea for little more than an hour when Ethan spotted a group of three adult sirean males swimming alongside their boat. Kat and Keira saw them as well. The dwarf pilot immediately increased speed.
 
   “No!” shouted Keira. “Stop the vessel.”
 
   The dwarf looked skeptical, but after receiving a hard stare, quickly obeyed. 
 
   “What do they want?” asked Kat.
 
   “I don’t know,” Keira replied. “But they rarely frequent these waters, so they must have a purpose.” Without another word, she dove over the side and swam out to meet the newcomers.
 
   “Do you think she knows what happened to the sirean child?” asked Kat in a half-whisper.
 
   “She hasn’t mentioned it,” replied Ethan. “But I think I should tell her.”
 
   They could hear Keira and the sirean exchanging a series of hums and whistles. After a few minutes of this conversation, she returned to the boat. The sirean lingered until she was safely back on board and then vanished beneath the surface. 
 
   “They say that the coast is being watched all along the south,” Keira told them while wringing out her hair. “Shinzan’s soldiers are everywhere. There is no way for us to reach Elyfoss by that route undetected.”
 
   Ethan frowned. “Are the sirean sure about this?”
 
   “Absolutely. They have been watching the area for weeks.”
 
   “But why would they do that?”
 
   “At the behest of the dragons,” she told him. “They are not pleased to be helping those who murdered their young. But they understand the danger that all of Lumnia is facing.”
 
   Ethan swallowed a little awkwardly. “I was going to tell you about that. It was an accident. Lylinora had no idea –”
 
   Keira cut him short. “Save your excuses. It matters not. The debt of blood has been repaid by Renald Dragonvein.”
 
   “What do you mean, debt of blood?”
 
   “If Renald chose not to share such things with you, it is not my place to do so. Suffice to say he has sacrificed much. And because of this, the mage Lylinora is pardoned.”
 
   A pang of regret struck Ethan. “Maybe I was too hard on the old man,” he murmured. But there was nothing to be done. Whatever deal Renald had stuck was between himself and the sirean. 
 
   “Is there any other way to Elyfoss?” he asked.
 
   “We should head due east to Ralmaria,” Keira told him. “I can guide us past any patrols easily enough.”
 
   Ethan noticed Kat stiffen.
 
   “That’s a long way from Elyfoss,” she said. “Isn’t there anywhere further south we can go?”
 
   “We could try,” Keira replied. “But I wouldn’t advise it.”
 
   “What’s wrong, Kat?” Ethan asked.
 
   She gave him a weak smile. “Nothing. It’s just that I haven’t been to Ralmaria in a long time.”
 
   “If you have friends there, it could be of help to us,” Keira said.
 
   Kat shook her head. “No one I know there would help us. Anyway, I thought it was urgent we get to see your father.”
 
   “Better to be delayed than to be killed,” the elf replied. “I trust the sirean. And if they say we should go that way, I believe them.”
 
   “But they could only know what it is like along the coast,” Kat pointed out. “What if it's worse further inland?”
 
   “There are elves in Ralmaria,” she replied. “I am confident we can make it to them before we are discovered. Once we are among my people there is little chance we will be seen, let alone captured.”
 
   Ethan could see the anxiety on Kat’s face. “If you don’t want to go that way, we won’t.”
 
   “No,” she replied. “Keira is right. If it’s the safest route, we should take it.”
 
   Keira nodded. “We should land at nightfall. From there it will take only a day or two to locate my people.” 
 
   Satisfied that they were in agreement, she moved off to inform the pilot of their new route. That done, she went below to change into dry clothing. 
 
   Once the elf was out of sight, Kat walked slowly to the bow. There, she sat down with her hands draped over the railing, staring across the water. Ethan joined her and wrapped an arm around her waist.
 
   “Look, I know something is bothering you,” he said. “Please. What is it? Maybe I can help.”
 
   “I wish you could,” she said, leaning her head on his shoulder. 
 
   She took a deep breath before continuing. “You remember when we first met and I told you I was a princess? Well I wasn’t lying. My father is King Yularian of Ralmaria.”
 
   Ethan leaned back, his surprise obvious. “Are you serious?” He had never thought she had lied. But he did think she had more than likely exaggerated somewhat. “Your father is really a king?” 
 
   “Of course he is,” she retorted. “I may have been a thief, but I was always honest with you.”
 
   “Then why did you leave home?”
 
   “I had to. My cousin found out I could use magic and threatened to turn me over to the Empire.”
 
   “Your own cousin?”
 
   Kat sneered. “She was a real bitch. She hated the fact that my father was the king and hers wasn’t. She stole a doll my mother had made for me. Not that she had any use for it. She was already a teenager and had stopped playing with dolls. Of course, when I confronted her, she denied taking it. But I knew she was lying. She knew how much that doll meant to me and was just trying to upset me.”
 
   “Let me guess what happened next,” said Ethan. “You used your magic to try and get it back.”
 
   She nodded. “A stupid thing to do. I knew if anyone ever found out about me, my father would be forced to turn me over. He wouldn’t have a choice. If he refused, Shinzan would have him executed.” She paused. “Anyhow, I made myself invisible and snuck into my cousin's room after she went to bed to see if I could find out where she had hidden my doll. Of course the crafty little bitch figured I’d come and was only pretending to be asleep. When she heard me moving things around she turned up her lamp, and the sudden shock of that made me reappear out of nowhere.
 
   “I begged her not to tell anyone, but she just ran screaming as fast as she could. So I hurried back to my room, packed anything I could think of I might need, and ran away.”
 
   Ethan cocked his head. “Why didn’t you just deny it?”
 
   “I couldn’t. No matter what I said, I still would have been tested. Anyone who is accused of using magic is forced to prove their innocence. And I wasn’t able to do that.”
 
   “Couldn’t your father have protected you?”
 
   “No. His brother would have seen to it that the Emperor was told. There would have been nothing father could have done…other than die for me. And to be honest, he hated magic. He even forbade my mother from telling me stories about the mages.”
 
   “So you think he would have just turned you over?”
 
   Kat shrugged. “There’s no way of knowing.”
 
   “I'm sure he wouldn't have,” Ethan told her firmly. “I don’t think any parent could do that.”
 
   “If you’d seen what I have, you wouldn’t be so quick to say that,” she responded. “People can do some pretty nasty shit to their children. But it really doesn’t matter anymore. It was a long time ago and there’s no going back now.”
 
   Ethan took her hand and kissed her fingers. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Kat smiled and straightened her back. “I’m not. Things work out the way they’re meant to. At least, that’s what I think. And could you imagine if he saw me now? He’d never believe it was me.”
 
   Ethan chuckled. “It sure would be hard to explain.”
 
   After getting their backpacks together, they spent the rest of the day on deck discussing what life might be like once Shinzan was defeated. Keira mostly stayed below until the sunlight began to wane. Just before it became fully dark, they caught site of the shoreline. 
 
   “Stay behind me until I am sure we haven’t been seen,” the elf instructed.
 
   Their pilot eased the boat in until they heard the keel scraping bottom. It was only a few yards to the beach, but the sea was rough and both Kat and Ethan were very nearly pulled under by the strong rip current while wading ashore. Only Keira’s quick reflexes saved them.
 
   Coughing and spitting up sea water, they followed her up the beach toward a row of low growing brambles and shrubs. On reaching these, Keira motioned for them to duck down and wait.
 
   She listened carefully for a while, then nodded for them to head due east. 
 
   After a mile or so, the sand and pebbles gave way to hard clay scattered with patches of tall grass. Ethan gritted his teeth. Though there was only a slight chill in the air, his drenched clothing was making it feel far colder. To make matters worse, sand had crept its way irritatingly into every crevice of his body. Kat, on the other hand, seemed to be taking it all in stride. He wasn't sure whether to feel proud of her, or just a bit jealous of her adaptability. 
 
   Soon, the terrain became increasingly rocky and uneven, forcing Ethan to slow his pace. This did not please Keira one bit.
 
   “The nearest shelter is more than twenty miles away,” she told him. “We must reach it before sunrise.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” he said. 
 
   Kat took his hand. “Just stay behind me. This is child’s play.”
 
   Keira gave her an approving nod. “You are quite agile for a human.”
 
   “I spent half of my life running in the dark,” she told her. 
 
   Without another word, Keira continued on. Ethan kept a tight hold on Kat’s hand as she guided him through the darkness. Clearly the years on Earth had not dulled the memory of her former life. Nor had it lessened her skills. She hopped and weaved along in the same way Ethan had seen her do when she was thirteen years old.
 
   Every now and then, Keira stopped to listen carefully. Each time Ethan thought he heard something moving in the dark. Keira, however, dismissed it as nothing more than harmless wild animals and pressed them ever forward. 
 
   It was just after midnight when the ground became more level and the dark shadows of a few trees appeared. By now, Ethan’s legs were burning from the effort, while his feet felt raw from what seemed to be a pound of small stones trapped in each boot. Yet again he wondered why he hadn’t thought to bring an extra pair with him. Though his clothes had dried, the air was now much colder and the wind had picked up considerably. He looked to Kat, but she still seemed to be handling the grueling pace and cold weather much better than he expected.
 
   For a moment he felt ashamed. If anything, it should be him leading her. Not so long ago, during his Airborne days, he would have handled conditions like this a thousand times better. Had he really lost so much of the fitness and resilience he had gained from his training back then?
 
   Keira halted a couple of hours before sunrise to allow them a quick meal and rest. Renald had packed them several bags of dried fruits and jerky, some of which they now devoured eagerly.
 
   “Does any of this look familiar?” Ethan asked Kat.
 
   She shook her head. “My family lived pretty much in the dead center of Ralmaria, so I never came out this far. But I think the mountain where King Ganix lives is only a few days to the north.”
 
   “That is correct, though he has now abandoned it,” Keira told her. “Not that we will be going anywhere near there. I know of a grotto on the banks of Lake Hurin not far from here that is well hidden. We can wait out the day inside, then go south to the border of Al’ Theona. We should run into my people along the way.”
 
   By now, Ethan’s damaged feet were making each step even more of a struggle. He could feel the skin splitting painfully apart, especially on the ends of his toes – a result of being trapped inside a wet and dirty boot for so many hours. It was the beginning of what was commonly known in the military as 'trench foot', a dangerous condition that could eventually lead to gangrene.
 
   Noticing his distress, Kat gave his hand a comforting squeeze. “Lylinora taught me some healing spells. Once we get to the grotto I’ll take care of you.”
 
   Ethan smiled and nodded his appreciation. 
 
   When they reached the lake, he took a moment to survey their surroundings. A thin fog hovered just above the water, making it impossible to see the other side, while scattered all over the shore of coarse yellow sand was millions of tiny, multi-colored pebbles. The tree line was only a few yards from the bank, but it was not particularly dense and would make poor cover for any enemies who might seek to approach. 
 
   They skirted the gently sloping shore until, quite unexpectedly, it rose up into a steep embankment that was covered in moss and thick brambles. At this point, to Ethan's surprise and consternation, Keira led them directly into the lake. Only after slogging through thigh-deep water for several minutes was the entrance to the grotto then revealed. It was cut twenty feet into the side of the embankment, and though the center of the ground inside was covered in several inches of water, the rising edges remained dry and provided adequate space to accommodate several people. The air inside remained cool, but the protection of the limestone walls sheltered them from the wind, making the temperature a bit more tolerable.
 
   With a deep sigh, Ethan plopped heavily down and immediately pulled off his boots. As expected, the badly pruned flesh on his feet had turned a pasty white color and was covered in nasty looking cracks. Kat had been wearing a pair of soft leather shoes, and he was relieved to see that she had fared far better.
 
   “I’ll gather some wood,” said Keira.
 
   “No need,” Ethan told her. He pointed to some fist-sized rocks scattered about the floor. “Just bring me a few of those.”
 
   Kat knelt down in front of him. After placing her hands gently on his feet, she muttered a short spell. Almost immediately Ethan could feel healing magic shooting through his toes and up his legs. He leaned his head back and let out a long sigh.
 
   “Better?” Kat asked.
 
   “You have no idea,” he replied.
 
   Keira returned with four of the stones, which she placed in a pile beside Ethan. “You should be sparing with your magic,” she warned. “The Rakasa are sensitive to its use. Should any be nearby, they may find us.”
 
   At that moment, Ethan didn’t really care. All he wanted was warmth. One by one he cast the spell Renald had taught him on each stone. Instantly, they began to radiate heat. 
 
   “You and Kat should sleep now if you can,” Keira suggested. 
 
   This was not a problem for either of them. While the seemingly tireless elf sat nibbling on a piece of dried fruit near the edge of the water, they both unpacked their blankets and stretched out. The warmth from the rocks quickly had them both in a deep, dreamless slumber. 
 
   The low rumble of thunder woke Ethan just before dusk. Not with surprise, he saw that Keira was already up and gathering her pack. She had placed a small piece of jerky beside him. Kat, also newly woken, was yawning and stretching a few yards away. 
 
   Ethan could see the thunderheads gathering outside. “You think it’s heading this way?” he asked Keira.
 
   She glanced up and shrugged. “Perhaps. We’ll know soon enough.”
 
   He considered suggesting that they wait until the storm had passed, but Keira was clearly anxious to get moving. He gave a wry grin. “I suppose my poor feet are in store for more punishment.”
 
   Kat smiled over at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll heal you again.”
 
   Another thunderclap, this one much closer, startled him. As the sound faded, Keira tensed and drew her weapon. Knowing that she had heard danger, Ethan did the same. Kat was carrying only a small dagger, but from her posture she had no intention of fighting with steel anyway.
 
   “Men are approaching,” Keira stated.
 
   “Soldiers?” asked Ethan. 
 
   “I can’t tell. But they are coming this way.” Her eyes shot over to Kat. “Do not use magic unless you have no other choice.”
 
   Kat huffed a laugh. “What else am I supposed to use?”
 
   “Hopefully nothing,” Keira replied.
 
   A few seconds later Ethan heard the men as well. They were laughing and talking boisterously. Stealth was obviously not a concern. For a moment he thought they might not be heading for the grotto, but the splashing of men walking through water crushed this hope. There was nowhere to hide, so whoever this was, they were about to come face-to-face.
 
   Keira waved them to the very rear of the grotto, where, with only the dim light of a dull gray sky filtering in from outside, they had at least a small portion of temporary cover. Ethan could see six men entering. The lead man was carrying a torch that revealed the crimson raven of the Empire on their armor. 
 
   Keira charged just as the soldier in front caught sight of them. Ethan was quickly on her heels. The song of steel echoed off the walls as the surprised soldiers groped desperately for their weapons. Keira was on the man with the torch before his blade was even half way from its scabbard. Crouching low, she thrust her blade hard into his gullet. The others backed away, hoping to gain enough time to form a proper defense. But Keira was not about to allow them such a luxury. Leaping to her right, she felled the second man with a blinding succession of powerful strokes that tore his leather breastplate to ribbons. 
 
   Ethan rounded her on the left and swung hard at a soldier who was standing shin deep in the water. The violent clash of steel sent sparks flying, and though the man was able to block Ethan's strike, the sheer force of it ripped his own weapon clean out of his hand. With a heavy grunt, Ethan carved deep into the man's collarbone, then quickly jerked his blade free and glanced over to see the remaining three soldiers already fleeing toward the entrance. 
 
   Desperate as they were to get away, Keira was easily able to catch them. Thrusting her blade into the nearest soldier's back, she twisted it sharply. The man cried out in agony and sank to his knees. This time though, with the grotto narrowing near the entrance, Ethan was unable to get around Keira and was forced to stay at her back. 
 
   The last two soldiers somehow scrambled their way to the mouth of the cave, but once making it that far, they instantly stopped short. Keira pulled up sharply as well and then began hastily backtracking, slamming into Ethan and sending him stumbling. For a moment he could not tell what had happened. Then both soldiers fell and he saw several arrows protruding from their chests.
 
   Seizing Ethan by the arm, Keira pulled him rapidly back to where Kat was still standing.
 
   “Did you see who shot them?” Ethan asked.
 
   “No,” Keira replied. “But the arrows came from the lake. So whoever did it was in a boat.”
 
   Two balls of green light flashed into existence in Kat’s palms. “Then it’s finally time I put all my practice to good use.”
 
   Ethan grinned as he saw the disapproval on Keira’s face. “If they have bows, what do you suggest we do? Throw rocks at them?”
 
   They could hear men talking not far outside, along with the splash of them getting out of their boat. After a tense minute, the noise ceased. 
 
    “They are waiting,” Keira whispered. “And they know we’re in here.”
 
   “Elf!” shouted a gruff voice that sounded even louder in the confined space. “What business do you have here? Speak now.”
 
   “My business is my own,” Keira replied, steel in her tone. “Leave here and be on your way.”
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t do that,” he responded. “You have trespassed, and my commander will want to know why.”
 
   “It is you who are trespassing,” she shot back. “And I’ll only tell you one more time. Leave.”
 
   A shadow appeared in the entrance. A second later, an arrow whistled just above Keira’s head and bounced off the wall.
 
   “We didn’t have to miss, elf,” said the voice. “So save your threats. Your people are fierce warriors. But you cannot hope to match us.” When Keira refused to answer, another arrow was loosed, this once striking the ground at her feet. 
 
   “That was your final warning.”
 
   “First tell us who you are,” called out Ethan. 
 
   “I am the man with six bows ready to turn you into a pincushion,” he replied. 
 
   The light in Kat’s hands intensified. “Let them try.”
 
   “Don’t,” snapped Keira. “Still your magic. They have not attacked.” She took a step forward and shouted, “We will comply. But should you attack us, I promise that we will not die alone.”
 
   “Fair enough, elf,” he said.
 
   Gathering up their packs, they started toward the mouth of the grotto. By now, little daylight was remaining, though as they emerged there was still enough to see six cloaked men standing in the water several yards back from the entrance - three on either side, and all of them aiming longbows. One of them lowered his bow and slung it over his back. 
 
   “I thought your people promised to leave this place to us,” he said. 
 
   “I know nothing of such an agreement,” Keira replied. “I have been out of contact with my people for some time.”
 
   The man threw back his hood, revealing weathered features and a mop of wavy black hair. Ethan thought he looked a bit like Markus, though not as broad in the shoulder, and with a larger nose.
 
    “Out of contact? I thought elves were never separated from one another.”
 
   “Then you know nothing of my kin,” she said, though without a hint of irritation. “I was on an errand and have only just returned. I assure you, I will honor any arrangement you have made.”
 
   The man rubbed his chin while regarding the group. “I may not know much about elves. But I do know plenty about humans. And I have never heard of any of us traveling with your kind.”
 
   “Who I choose to travel with is also my own affair,” Keira told him.
 
   “Perhaps. But unfortunately my orders are clear regarding trespassers. I can allow you to leave, elf. But your friends must remain until Kayno says otherwise.”
 
   Keira tensed, but Kat stepped forward. 
 
   “That wouldn’t be Kayno of the Corvali, would it?” she asked.
 
   “The same,” he affirmed. “You know him?”
 
   “Only by reputation. His name was well known in Miltino. Jeb spoke very highly of him.”
 
   “So you know Jeb?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And your name?”
 
   “They call me Kat.” 
 
   The man raised an eyebrow. “Kat, you say? I heard that name the last time I was in Miltino. But I was told you were much younger. Can you prove what you say?”
 
   Kat glanced over at Ethan. “Please tell me you still have that token he gave you.”
 
   Ethan nodded. “It’s in my bag.”
 
   “Slowly,” warned the man. The creaking of bowstrings punctuated his words.
 
   Ethan removed his backpack and dug around inside until finding the small cloth bag in which he had stashed the token. He tossed the wooden disc over and put his pack back on, careful not to make any sudden movements. 
 
   The man examined the token for a moment, then, with a nod, threw it back to Ethan. “This is Jeb’s, for certain. How did you come by it?”
 
   “He gave it to me in case I ever came across the Corvali,” Ethan explained. 
 
   After a moment's thought, the man nodded. “Well now you have. I am Dren. For the time being, you and Kat can consider yourselves my guests. However, I must still inform Kayno. So you will stay with us until he gives you leave to depart. The elf is free to go now if she wishes. We do not want to jeopardize the truce by spilling her blood.”
 
    Kat opened her mouth to object, but Dren’s hand flew up. “There will be no further discussion.” He pointed to the grotto. “I’ll send word to Kayno. If he gives you his leave, you will be free to go.”
 
   “I will stay with my companions,” said Keira. “Our paths lie together.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” he said. “But should Kayno choose to hold them, we will not allow you to interfere.”
 
   Keira bowed her head, but said nothing. 
 
   Satisfied with her reaction, Dren ordered two of his men to hide the bodies of the fallen Imperial soldiers, and another to go gather wood for a fire. Everyone else went to the rear of the grotto and settled down. Despite a slightly more relaxed atmosphere, Ethan couldn't help but notice that Dren's remaining two men seated several yards away, were both holding their bows in their laps with arrows pre-notched. 
 
   Once the fire was started, Dren send a man to take the message to Kayno. “It should only be a few hours,” he informed them. “Our main camp isn’t far away.” 
 
   He took a flask from his belt, breathing in deeply as the scent of whiskey filled the air. He then passed it to Ethan. “Drink with me. I insist.”
 
   Ethan wanted to refuse, but could see the man would accept no argument. Reluctantly, he took a small sip. The whiskey was strong and had a bitter aftertaste. He tried his best not to cough as the liquid burned down his throat.
 
   “Now you,” Dren told Kat.
 
   “What are we drinking to?” she asked.
 
   “To Jeb,” he replied. “Or were you not aware he was killed in Santfaliso?”
 
   Kat shook her head. “I didn’t know. How did it happen?”
 
   “No one is sure. He was sent there to do a job for a client and never returned. One of our people found his body in an abandoned building he was using while mapping out the target. From what I hear, he'd been tortured to death. The two others he left with were nowhere to be found.” 
 
   Dren eyed Kat carefully. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
 
   Kat took a long drink with trembling hands. “No. He was alive the last time I saw him.”
 
   “And when was that?”
 
   She handed him back the flask. “Not long ago. Just before he was killed, I would imagine. We ran into him and his companions while leaving Miltino. He let us stay the night in a Corvali cabin. He left before we did, so I don’t know what happened after that.”
 
   Dren sealed the flask and tossed it on the ground beside him. “Yes. The cabin. Burned to the ground I hear.”
 
   “Are you saying we did that?” asked Kat, shock suddenly appearing on her face.
 
   He gave her a lopsided smile. “Not at all. I just find it curious. Jeb’s death has upset quite a few people. He was well loved among us. I just hoped you might give us a clue as to his fate.” 
 
   He stretched out on his side, leaning casually on one arm. “You know, I would swear you were younger. Jeb did mention you to me before. And the way he described you… well, I’ve never known him to be so utterly misleading. Gangly little whelp, that's what he said. And the most talented thief he’d ever met. Hard to imagine he was talking about the beauty I see before me.”
 
   Kat spread her hands. “Maybe there was another Kat.”
 
   Dren chuckled. “Another Kat, eh?” He shot a quick glance over to the bowmen. 
 
   The next thing Ethan heard was a thin whistle shooting through the air. Keira leapt to her feet, clutching at a black dart protruding from her right arm. At the same time, Ethan’s hand flew to his sword. But when he tried to stand, his legs refused to obey his wishes. Keira’s eyes flared for a moment, then she collapsed, unconscious. 
 
   Kat was also unable to raise herself up. “What the hell?” she demanded.
 
   “Keira!” cried Ethan.
 
   The creak of bows being drawn echoed ominously. 
 
   “Don't worry about the elf. She’ll be fine in a few hours,” Dren assured him. “It's just a drug. Like I said, we can’t have her blood on our hands.” 
 
   He pushed himself to his feet. “In a moment the stuff in the whiskey will finish its work on you two. Try any of your magic and my companions will put arrows in each of your throats.” He could see the fear in their eyes and smiled. “Don’t worry. It’s not deadly. It’s only meant to keep you docile.”
 
   Ethan could feel his tongue beginning to swell. “W...why?” was all he could manage to say as his eyes blurred.
 
   Dren smiled. “Aside from the fact I'm almost certain you know more about Jeb’s death than you're telling me, I also happened to catch sight of the young lady playing with those green balls of light.” He clicked his tongue. “Naughty girl. That's magic. And the Emperor pays well for people like you.”
 
   “But you’re Corvali,” mumbled Kat. “Not bounty…” 
 
   Her voice trailed off as she lost the battle to stay conscious.
 
   Ethan could see only shadows, and was no longer able to speak. He felt himself keel over. Fear gripped him. If they knew who he was they would take him to the Emperor. All of this – all of the struggles – will have been for nothing.
 
   I can help you. 
 
   It was the voice of Martok, pushing its way in through the veil. 
 
   Please. Before it’s too late, the voice urged.
 
   But it was already too late. Had he wanted Martok’s help, he was now unable to hold any kind of proper thought. The blackness was upon him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Time was a blur. On the occasions he stirred, Ethan had caught only snippets of conversation when the drug would wear off. Before he could fully regain his senses, a flask was pressed to his lips and once again there was the bitter taste of whiskey burning its way down his throat. Then nothingness returned. He'd lost track of how many times this had happened. Now, as hard as he tried, there was no way of knowing how long he'd been held a prisoner. For all he knew, many days might have passed. 
 
   During his previous brief moments of consciousness, he'd had the sensation of being carried in a wagon. Not any longer though. Although still flat on his back and unable to see anything, he knew he was now definitely stationary. And this time there was no more whiskey being forced into his mouth. Was that a good sign, or a bad one?
 
   His mind quickly turned to Kat. They needed her alive for the bounty they meant to collect, so  cold logic told him she had not yet been harmed. That’s what he had to keep believing. To think otherwise would tear him apart. But why they were bothering to keep him alive was a mystery. Perhaps they thought he might be a mage as well. 
 
   “Are they secure?” 
 
   It was the voice of Dren that first came to him, though it was muffled, as if coming from the other side of a closed door.
 
   “Lady Umbra says that the collars will keep them from using their magic,” replied a second voice.
 
   “We’re not even sure that the boy is a mage,” said a third.
 
   “Lady Umbra seems to think he is,” Dren told them. “And seeing as how she is paying a bounty for both of them, I don’t care either way.”
 
   “What about Kayno?” asked the third voice. “He's not going to be happy that you did this on your own.”
 
   “He’ll get his share,” Dren growled. “It was too risky to wait.”
 
   There was a short pause before the second man spoke. “Did you see the way Lady Umbra looked at the girl? I wouldn’t want to be in her place right now.”
 
   “I hear tell the woman's killed more than fifty people, just because she suspected they could use magic,” said the third man.  “No trial. No test. She just had their heads lopped off.”
 
   “Not my business,” said Dren. “Though I do wish I could find out what the girl knows about Jeb's death.”
 
   The sensation in Ethan’s limbs was slowly returning. He now realized that his hands were shackled. He could also feel something fastened around his neck – the collar the Corvali man spoke of, he supposed. 
 
   A door opened and the three men fell silent.
 
   “You can go now,” said a female voice. “Your presence is no longer required.”
 
   “We’ll leave when we’re paid,” said Dren.
 
   “You’ll leave when you are dismissed.” 
 
   Though the woman's voice was soft, it held an air of authority…and a hint of danger. 
 
   There was a long silence before Dren responded. “I should have known better than to trust you,” he eventually grumbled. “Come on men. Let’s go.”
 
   Ethan heard boots shuffling and the slam of a door. A few seconds later, the door reopened. By now a little light was creeping into his eyes, though he could still make out only vague shapes.
 
   “See that they are paid,” ordered the woman. “The Corvali may be scum. But they are useful scum.”
 
   “Yes, My Lady,” answered a man, obviously a servant.
 
   The door closed and Ethan could hear her light footfalls approaching him. 
 
   “What a prize,” she said. “What a prize indeed. The Emperor will be most pleased.”
 
   He tried to speak, but was only able to groan weakly.
 
   “Don’t worry,” said the woman. “The drug will wear off in a while. I am Lady Umbra, and I will be your host for a time. Do not attempt to escape. And do not try to remove your collar. If you do, you will find it a most unpleasant experience. Only I can unlock it. ”
 
   Ethan swallowed hard. “K…Kat.”
 
   “You needn’t concern yourself with her any longer,” Umbra told him. “She is being tended quite well, I assure you.”
 
   He felt slender fingers touching his cheek before she added: “I will have food and drink brought to you once you have recovered.” 
 
   Ethan’s heart pounded. He tried not to think about what she meant by Kat being: 'tended quite well'. For now, he must stay level-headed and concentrate on finding a way of saving her.
 
   A few moments later he heard Umbra leave. A thought then suddenly occurred. 
 
   Martok! 
 
   He called to him inside his mind. But no answer was forthcoming. He reached out again, and then for a third time. Please, I need you, he continued to beg. But no matter how many times he tried, his pleas went unheard.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   Though Kat’s head was still swimming, she could feel the effects of the drug wearing off. She blinked several times, straining to see her surroundings, but shades of pink and yellow light was all that filtered in. She was lying on a bed, and the touch of cold steel on her wrists told her that she was shackled. Something had also been fastened around her neck. 
 
   After a few minutes, her vision improved just enough to get the impression that she was in a spacious bed chamber. Beside her, something she could not yet focus on clearly had been placed atop a nightstand. 
 
   She whispered Ethan’s name in the vague hope that he might be somewhere nearby. But there was no reply. She fought back the fear. By now he could be anywhere. If their captors had discovered who he was, then he may very well already be on his way to the Emperor. She pushed this terrible thought from her mind. First she must free herself. Then she would save him.
 
   But before any of that, she needed to know where the hell she was. 
 
   Her vision cleared a bit more. And though any movement was made uncomfortable by the collar around her neck, she was now able to turn her head and shift her arms a little. 
 
   The object on the nightstand caught her attention again. What was at first a blue blob was gradually turning into the figure of a tiny person. As the seconds ticked by and her sight continued to improve, she came to realize that it was a doll. But why would someone place it there? It was clearly meant for her to see.
 
   Then, as her eyesight cleared completely, a cold stab of terror sank into her chest. Gasping, she began to struggle wildly against her bonds. 
 
   “No need for that…cousin.”
 
   Kat lifted her head and scanned the room. Sitting in a high backed chair was Umbra. She was dressed in an elegant purple gown embroidered with silver and lace. As for her blond curls, they were tied back with purple satin ribbons and adorned with tiny white flowers. The rosy glow to her cheeks and lips was the result of expensive cosmetics, and in stark contrast to her otherwise ivory complexion. Though thinner in the waist and legs than Kat, her womanly attributes were enormous by comparison – so much so that her breasts were threatening to burst from her bodice. 
 
   “It is you, isn’t it?” she asked, her eyes unblinking and her mouth twisted into a sinister smile. “As impossible as it seems, it is you, Katyana.”
 
   At first Kat was too shocked and afraid to speak. Umbra was just as she remembered – albeit a few years older; though they were now much closer in age. 
 
   “Don’t you have anything to say to me, dear cousin?” Umbra continued. She stood and crossed over to the bedside. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. After all, we are family.”
 
   Her gloating manner was just too much for Kat to bear. Any lingering effects of the drug disappeared – banished by the sheer adrenaline of the moment. “I have plenty to say to you, you bitch,” she snarled. She tried to sit up suddenly, but a sharp searing pain instantly shot through her skull. She let out a scream.
 
   Laughing at her distress, Umbra pulled out a key attached to a chain around her neck. “You can’t hurt me, Katyana. Not as long as I have this. And don’t bother trying to use your foul magic.” She spat out the word magic like she was issuing a curse. 
 
   “Where is Ethan?” Kat demanded. 
 
   Umbra ignored the question. Instead, she stood gazing down at Kat and shaking her head. “I know it’s you. But how did you do it?  You could not be more than thirteen years old, yet here you are, a grown woman for all accounts.” She sneered and flicked her wrist. “It's your filthy magic, I presume. Meddling with it must have aged you. But I knew you the moment I saw you.”
 
   “I said, where is Ethan?” 
 
   “Oh, you mean Lord Dragonvein?” Umbra smiled. “Don't worry. He is quite safe.”
 
   Kat’s eyes popped wide at hearing her use Ethan's true identity.
 
   Umbra covered her mouth demurely and laughed. “Could it be that little Katyana is in love? And with Lord Dragonvein no less. I wonder what your father will say about that.”
 
   “My father…where is he?”
 
   “He should be along shortly,” Umbra informed her. “He's currently in a meeting with the commander at the Imperial garrison. Lord Dragonvein’s arrival in Lumnia has apparently got the dwarves and the elves in such a state that they've been foolish enough to rebel. But this is nothing you should think about. You will have plenty to occupy yourself with once Shinzan has you at his palace.” 
 
   She turned and walked over to the door. “I hear he is not exactly the kindest of men. Particularly when it comes to his treatment of women. The violations and degradations they suffer are well known. I’ve seen the women who have returned alive. Broken - completely broken. A pity. It will break your father’s heart to know what will happen to you.” 
 
   Having dispensed this final thought, she left the room. 
 
   Even with Umbra gone, the collar continued to hold Kat fast to the bed. She tried to summon a spell, but found that she was cut off from magic entirely. Briefly, she considered trying to remove it, but rejected the idea. Umbra would certainly not have been lying about its effects. 
 
   The doll's jeweled eyes stared at her constantly, it’s masterfully crafted features a taunting reminder of how helpless she was. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Only the knowledge that Ethan still lived kept her from falling into utter despair. There must be a way out, she kept telling herself. There simply had to be.
 
   She lay there for what felt like hours, hearing only occasional footsteps outside. Her thoughts turned to her father. She was a child the last time she'd seen him. She had heard through the Corvali in Miltino that he had scoured the land searching for her after her flight from home. But the fact that he'd not been arrested and executed by the Emperor's men almost certainly confirmed that he had disowned her. Her mother had died only a year later. Try as she might, Kat had been unable to find out how this had come about. 
 
   The room she was in was unfamiliar, though there were many rooms in her father’s huge palace she had never seen before. Not that it mattered. Wherever she was being held, she was sure she would know her way around well enough if only she could find a means of escaping. The thought drew a sigh. As long as this cursed collar was around her neck, any possibility of breaking free seemed a remote hope.
 
   The light in the window on the far side of the room told her that the day was waning. Her anxiety grew each time she heard people outside the door. If Umbra was telling the truth about her father being at the garrison, would he simply bring soldiers to take her away without even bothering to see her? Of course, she wasn’t really sure that she wanted him to see her. Especially like this. 
 
   The next series of footsteps she heard approaching were made by a group of heavily booted feet. Their pace was urgent and purposeful. Even before they arrived, she knew who it was. The door flew open, and there stood her father. His jaw tightened the moment their eyes met. 
 
   Kat was shocked by his appearance. His once ruddy complexion was now pale, and his eyes were dull and sunken. His raven hair, so loved by her mother, had become gray and thin. Even his broad shoulders and thick powerful arms now seemed withered and frail. 
 
   He took a step inside. Behind him lurked Umbra, a smug little smile on her face. Three guards followed, but the king dismissed them with a wave of his hand.
 
   “As you can see,” Umbra said. “I was telling the truth.”
 
   King Yularian glared at her accusingly. “All I see is a grown woman bound to a bed. My daughter is but thirteen. What is this nonsense?”
 
    “Just check the back of her knee,” Umbra said quickly. “The truth will then be plain.”
 
   The king sniffed, but crossed over to Kat anyway. She averted her eyes, unable to look at him as he gripped her ankle and lifted her leg. She knew he would now have no choice but to accept what Umbra was telling him. The teardrop birthmark was unmistakable. 
 
   Yularian dropped her leg as if it had burned his fingers and staggered back.
 
   “It can’t be,” he whispered, tears instantly welling in his eyes. “Katyana? Is it really you?”
 
   Kat still couldn’t force herself to look at him.
 
   “Of course it’s her,” insisted Umbra. 
 
   A tear fell down the king's cheek. “But how?”
 
   “Obviously magic has somehow aged her.” 
 
   Kat glared at her cousin. “Magic did not age me, you bitch. So just shut your goddamn mouth.”
 
   “She was traveling with Lord Dragonvein,” Umbra continued, ignoring Kat’s outburst. “And an elf woman.”
 
   Yularian knelt beside her. “Tell me it’s you, Katyana.” 
 
   Kat turned away. “I’m not who you think I am. She’s lying. I’m just a thief from the streets of Miltino.”
 
   “You know it’s Katyana, uncle,” Umbra said. Her voice quavered. “The birthmark proves it.”
 
   “My daughter had an identical mark,” the king said to Kat. 
 
   Steeling her wits, she turned to at last fully face her father. It took all the strength she possessed not to burst into tears. “I can’t explain it,” she said. “It’s just a birthmark. But I’m not who you think I am. The Corvali believe I murdered one of their own. That’s why they turned me over.”
 
   “She’s lying!” cried Umbra. 
 
   King Yularian shot her a severe warning look. She backed away, but her face was red with fury. 
 
   Her father's voice was kind and gentle, just as Kat remembered. “Young lady. This is a most serious matter. If you are my daughter, I must know.”
 
   The pleading look on his face was tearing her apart. But still she forced herself to stay strong. “I am not your daughter. Just a thief from the streets.”
 
   Yularian’s back stiffened. “I see. Then I have no choice. As you are accused of using magic, I must turn you over to the Empire to be tested.”
 
   Kat nodded slowly, unable to stop a tear from falling. “What about Ethan?”
 
   “If he really is Lord Dragonvein, then you will both be brought before the Emperor.”
 
   “So you dare to call me a liar?” seethed Umbra. 
 
   The king stood, his eyes fixed on hers. “I am still the king. And you will mind how you speak to me, Umbra. I have not accused you of lying. I say only that the truth must be investigated. Is that understood?”
 
   She returned his stare defiantly. “Yes…uncle.”
 
   After a final, lingering look at Kat, Yularian strode out of the room. 
 
   “Do you want to know how your mother died?” Umbra asked, once his footsteps had faded away. “I'll tell you. I turned her in to the Empire.”
 
   Her words instantly erased all of Kat's tears that were about to fall. Instead, her heart was filled with sheer loathing and hatred. 
 
   “I knew you must have inherited your magic powers from someone,” Umbra continued, a wicked smile on her face. “Certainly not from my dim-witted uncle. I heard they tortured your mother for days. Naturally, your father never knew that I was the one responsible.” She opened the door. “Of course, you could always tell him if you want to....mage. Though he will never believe what you say. And even if he does, he won't care.” 
 
   The door closed behind her. Kat screamed with primal rage. She vowed to kill her cousin, repeating the oath again and again in her head. She would somehow get free. And even if she died in the process, she would cut that bitch’s throat from ear to ear.
 
   More hours passed. Eventually, Kat was unable to keep sleep at bay any longer. Her dreams were filled with visions of her mother screaming and begging for mercy while shadowy figures beat and tortured her mercilessly. Throughout it all, Umbra looked on, smiling.
 
   The clank of the door handle being turned roused her from her sleep. The lanterns had not been dimmed, so she could see clearly who was standing there. It was her father. He looked at her for a painfully long time before stepping fully inside.
 
   “I’m so sorry this has happened to you, Katyana,” he said, his voice filled with sadness. He gave her a frail smile. “I know it’s you. Please don’t bother lying any longer.”
 
   Kat could not hold back the tears. “Please forgive me, father,” she sobbed. “I…I never wanted to…”
 
   Yularian stepped closer and removed a key attached to a chain from his pocket. Kat recognized it immediately as the key Umbra had shown her. 
 
   “If I let you go, what will you do?” he asked.
 
   “I will try to free Ethan,” she admitted.
 
   The king nodded. “I thought you might say that. Well, you needn’t worry. I’ll see it is done.” He removed her collar and shackles. 
 
   Without thinking, Kat leapt up from the bed and threw her arms around him, her tears soaking his shoulder. “I've missed you so much, father.”
 
   Yularian held her tightly, his own tears now flowing. “I've missed you too. You cannot imagine how deeply.”
 
   Kat had no idea how long they remained in this embrace. Eventually, her father released her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I have so many questions,” he said. “There is so much I want to know. But for now we do not have the time. Umbra will discover her key is missing soon enough. When that happens, I need you to be well away from this place.”
 
   A flare of rage washed through Kat. “Where is she now?”
 
   “Asleep. But she is known to wander the halls at night. So I need you to hurry.”
 
   “She killed mother,” Kat told him through gritted teeth. “She turned her in to the Empire.”
 
   Yularian leaned back. “Don’t be ridiculous, Katyana. Her father was the one who reported your mother to the Emperor. The commander at the garrison showed me the letter he sent. It was written in his own hand and bore his seal.”
 
   Kat shook her head. “No! No! That's wrong. Umbra told me herself that she did it.”
 
   Her father's jaw dropped. “You heard this directly from her own lips?”
 
   “Yes. She told me earlier today, right after you left this room. She enjoyed every moment of it and even dared me to tell you what she'd said.”
 
   “But...but...”
 
   All the color gradually drained from the king's face. He sat back on his heels, his expression mortified. “I…I killed my brother. I ran a dagger through his heart for betraying me. I don't understand. Why would Umbra do such a thing?”
 
   Kat took her father’s hand. “I don’t know. But she won’t get away with it.”
 
   “My poor brother.” His voice was a mere whisper. “He swore to me it wasn’t true and I refused to believe him.”
 
   Kat’s heart ached to see him in such torment. “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “None of this was.”
 
   She embraced him again. This time he felt fragile in her arms - old and defeated. The pain of what had been done to them both was almost unbearable, and the need for vengeance consumed every fiber of Kat's soul. 
 
   Almost as if the spirits had chosen to answer her plea, the door then opened to reveal Umbra. She pulled up short at the sight of them both, mouth agape and eyes widening as fear struck her. 
 
   Kat reacted instantly. “Vinstat!” she spat out. A green line of smoke shot forth from her right hand, coiling itself around her cousin and lifting her completely off the floor.
 
   King Yularian stared in astonishment as the coil of magic gradually tightened its grip on the trapped woman. 
 
   “You see?” gasped Umbra. “This is what I was protecting you from.” Her face was turning crimson as she twisted uselessly against the power holding her. 
 
   “Close the door, father,” said Kat. When he didn’t move, she looked at him beseechingly. “Please.”
 
   Slowly, he did as she asked. “I never believed you were capable of such magic,” he said in a hushed voice. “But now I see it for myself.”
 
   “She’s a monster!” cried out Umbra. “Kill her!”
 
   Kat tightened the grip on her even further. “You killed my mother. And knowing that your father had done nothing, you allowed my father to take revenge on him. It’s not me who's the monster.”
 
   “Release her,” said Yularian. 
 
   Kat looked at him questioningly, but his eyes reassured her that he had not been turned against her. With a flick of her wrist, the smoke vanished. Umbra crumbled to the floor, wheezing and coughing while she clutched at her throat. 
 
   King Yularian knelt and helped his niece over to sit on the edge of the bed. Kat's glittering eyes followed her every move.
 
   “Are you hurt?” the king asked.
 
   Umbra shook her head. “You stopped her before she could do her evil.”
 
   “So you think she’s evil?” he asked.
 
   Umbra met his eyes. “I do. I know she is. All magic, and all who use it.” Her eyes shot to Kat.
 
   The king placed his finger on her chin and turned her head to face him. “And was my wife evil?”
 
   “No! Of course not! She was a kind and gentle woman. I never believed she was one of those…well…” She pointed to Kat. “Someone like her.” 
 
   “But she was,” said Yularian. “She was exactly like her. She was able to use magic from a very young age.”
 
   “And you knew?” A disgusted frown formed. 
 
   The king smiled. “Of course I knew. How could I not? She was my wife. Your father knew as well. Which is why I believed he was the one who'd betrayed me.” He took hold of her hands. “But I was wrong. It was you…wasn’t it?”
 
   “No! It wasn’t me. It was my father. You saw the letter yourself.” She tried to stand, but Yularian held her easily in place. 
 
   “I did indeed,” he replied. “I saw the letter that you forged. The letter which sealed your father’s…my brother’s fate. He had told me of your constant disapproval of him for relinquishing his right to become king, even though he was the elder brother.” 
 
   By now Umbra was trembling violently.
 
   “I will explain something to you,” Yularian continued, his steady tone not yet betraying the deep anger burning inside. “He did not wish to be king for a very good reason. Rumbol was arrogant and impulsive. More than that, he could never learn to hold his tongue. If he had taken the throne, sooner or later he was sure to have said or done something foolish enough to incur Shinzan’s wrath.” He lowered his head and chuckled. “No one knew that better than Rumbol himself. He used to say that I had saved his life by accepting the crown in his place.” 
 
   The king's smile suddenly faded and his eyes darkened. “What bitter irony. In the end, it was I who actually killed him. Not Shinzan.”
 
   Tears streamed down Umbra’s cheeks. “You must believe me. I would never have done anything to hurt –”
 
   “No more lies,” warned Yularian, cutting her off in a deep growling tone. “You tell me now why you did it, or I will send you to the Emperor myself as a gift, stripped naked and gagged. Of course, there's always a chance you may talk him into releasing you. You might even be able to convince him that I am a traitor. But then again…I am a king. And you? Well, I suppose Shinzan will have to decide for himself what you are. His decision might not be to your liking.”
 
   Never before had Kat seen such fear in a person’s eyes as was now showing in Umbra’s.
 
   “Please, uncle,” she wept. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
 
   Yularian released his hold and stood looking down at her, stone faced and silent. 
 
   “It’s true,” Umbra admitted, unable to meet the king’s eyes. “I did write that letter. After I discovered Katyana could use magic, I knew her mother had to be the source. So I stole my father's seal, copied his hand, and sent it to the garrison.”
 
   “And yet even after I accused your father of being the culprit, you still allowed me to carry on believing that he was the one who'd betrayed me.” Yularian shook his head. “You must have known what would happen.”
 
   Kat thought that the emotionless, even tone in her father’s voice was far more chilling than anything she had ever heard. He was allowing his fury to build behind a cold stare.
 
   “Yes, I knew,” Umbra replied. “I knew how much you loved her. And I knew you’d kill my father in retaliation. I hated him for never wanting the throne.”
 
   “He didn't want it, but you did,” said Yularian, finishing her thought. “I see it now. You calculated that with Katyana out of your way, and with both my wife and brother dead, I would name you as my heir. All that's left to ask is: How did you plan to rid yourself of me?”
 
   She shook her head wildly. “I didn’t. I swear it. I love you as if you were my real father.”
 
   “Not a comparison I deem flattering,” he remarked. 
 
   Umbra finally looked up at him. “Please forgive me, uncle.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “You stole my daughter, my wife, and my brother, all to have my crown. A crown I would give to you gladly to have them all here now. That my daughter lives and has returned to me is the only comfort I have left.” 
 
   He paused to give Kat a loving smile. “And though I am king, I am not the only one you have wronged, Umbra. As my anger is too much for me to think clearly, I will leave your fate in Katyana’s hands.”
 
   A look of sheer horror appeared on Umbra's face. She threw herself at Yularian’s feet. “Please, Your Majesty, don’t do this. She’ll kill me. I know she will.”
 
   He looked over to Kat. “It is your decision.”
 
   Kat stared down at the pitiful heap groveling on the floor. “In the stories my mother told me as a child, the wise king always showed mercy. Even when he had been terribly wronged.”
 
   Umbra lifted her head. Though her eyes were red and soaked with tears, for a moment the fear in them subsided.
 
   “But my mother is dead,” Kat continued, her voice hardening. “What's more, I’m not wise. And I’m not a king.”
 
   For several seconds Umbra's lips quivered. Then, in a flurry of motion, she reached into the folds of her dress and produced a small silver dagger. Leaping to her feet, she charged headlong at Kat, teeth bared and snarling viciously. 
 
   Kat’s hand shot out. “Vinstat!” she shouted a mere instant before her cousin's blade would have pierced her heart. 
 
   It was as if Umbra had run into a solid stone wall. The green smoke then shoved her hard back, slamming her into the far wall and forcing all of the air from her lungs. The dagger dropped from her hand and she slid to the floor, utterly dazed. 
 
   Kat wrapped the magical coil tightly around her cousin's neck and spat in her direction. “This is for my mother, you bitch.”
 
   “Katyana, no!” Yularian called out. He placed a restraining hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “You have made your decision. But it is for me to carry out the sentence.”
 
   Kat paused, but did not release Umbra. “I can do this, father,” she said. “I want to do it.”
 
   Yularian bent down to meet his daughter’s eyes. “I know. I truly do. But please. Be my little girl just one more time and let me take care of it.”
 
   Kat looked at the still gasping Umbra, then back to her father. She could see that he was virtually begging her.
 
    “Very well,” she agreed. With a brisk nod, the spell vanished. 
 
   “Thank you,” he said, his gratitude clear. He stepped quickly over to pick up Umbra's fallen dagger. He then took the shackles that had once bound his daughter and snapped them around Umbra’s wrists. 
 
   By now, she had regained some of her composure. She glared defiantly at the king. “I demand a trial. It is my right under Imperial law.”
 
   Yularian dragged her to her feet and shoved her to the door. “Ralmaria is no longer a part of the Empire, so that right has ceased to exist.”  
 
   After gesturing for Kat to stay where she was, he forced Umbra from the room, prodding her along with her own dagger.
 
   He returned a few minutes later with two guards. 
 
   “This is my daughter, Princess Katyana,” he announced. “You will obey her as you would me. Am I understood?”
 
   The two men looked confused, but nodded quickly enough. 
 
   “Where have you taken Umbra?” asked Kat. 
 
   “I’ve had her confined to the cells in the basement,” he replied. “I’ll deal with her later. You never need to think about her again.”
 
   “And Ethan?”
 
   “He’s being released as we speak.”
 
   Kat's sense of relief was enormous. She threw her arms around her father. “Thank you...thank you,” she told him repeatedly
 
   He chuckled. “You never need to thank me for anything again.” 
 
   A thought then struck Kat and a concerned look crept over her. “Were you serious about what you said just now? You know - about Ralmaria leaving the Empire?”
 
   “I was,” he affirmed. “But these are things we will speak about once I have reunited you with your…your friend.” His last few words sounded awkward. 
 
   “I guess you already know that we’re more than just friends,” said Kat, sharing his unease.
 
   “I…well…we can talk about that later. First, I’m having clothes and food prepared for you. Then you can join your friend in my study. These men will take you.”  
 
   Although reluctant to leave her father, his reassuring smile and the fact that she would soon be seeing Ethan again, gave Kat's steps a sense of urgency. The halls were mostly familiar, even if the décor had changed slightly from what she remembered. The polished granite corridors now all bore portraits of her mother. She paused several times to look at them, choking back the tears and suppressing her sorrow. 
 
   It wasn’t long before she realized they were leading her to her childhood bedroom.  
 
   As she stepped inside, Kat caught her breath. Nothing had changed - from the pink silk drapes over her canopy bed, to the shelves piled high with dolls and toys. She noticed that the chest near her wardrobe was still wide open. This was where she had knelt and rummaged around for things to take with her just before running away. It was still littered with the odds and ends she had cast aside. A small tear formed. Clearly, her parents had not moved a single thing following her departure. She thanked the guards and closed the door.
 
   Memories continued to flood in as she slowly moved around the room. Moments she had all but forgotten were now as clear as if they had only just happened. Possessions she once loved so dearly drew forth feelings she thought she had outgrown long ago. The desire to take her dolls from the shelf and sit on the floor with them was almost overwhelming.
 
   A knock sounded on the door and two young women entered pushing a cart bearing a plate of roast mutton, a variety of vegetables, and a bottle of wine. They both curtsied before placing the meal on a small round table near the bed.
 
   The taller and slightly older woman then nodded to her companion, who hurried from the room. “The king has ordered me to see that you have everything you need,” she said. “My name is Karol, and you may consider me completely at your service.”
 
   Kat couldn't help but laugh at the idea of someone waiting on her hand and foot. “I’m sorry, Karol,” she said. “But I don’t think I’ll be needing a servant.”
 
   She nodded politely. “I understand. However, I have my orders. So I will be with you if you need me.” She looked Kat up and down. “I am sure that you would like a shower and a change of clothes. Do you have a style of dress you prefer, or would you rather continue dressing like a man?”
 
   Kat’s laughter ceased. “I do not dress like a man.”
 
   “As you say,” replied Karol. “A dress then?” After a brief pause, she added: “It would please your father to see you in one, I’m sure.”
 
   Kat sighed. “Then find me something you think he would like. But I want it to be comfortable. We’ll be talking privately, not going to a ball, for goodness sake.”
 
   “Very well, My Lady.” Karol pointed to a door in the corner of the room. “The wash room is –”
 
   “I know where it is,” she cut in quickly. 
 
   Karol hastily curtsied once again before leaving.
 
   Kat sat down and tucked into her meal, moaning with delight with each mouthful. Her father had always boasted the finest cooks – a pleasure she had dearly missed. And the wine was superb. 
 
   Just as she was washing down the last mouthful, Karol returned with a powder blue linen dress, a sash, and a pair of silk shoes. 
 
   “Is this comfortable enough?” she asked.
 
   Kat held the dress up in front of her. The fabric was soft and masterfully woven, and had been adorned with tiny pearls stitched into circular patterns. “It’s very nice. Thank you, Karol.”
 
   “Once you have cleaned up, I will attend to your hair.”
 
   Kat waved her hand. “I can do that myself. If you could just get me a brush and a hairpin, that’s all I'll be needing.”
 
   Karol pointed to the small vanity across the room. “Everything is as you left it, My Lady.”
 
   Kat smiled. Her ivory handled brush and an assortment of jeweled hairpins would be in the drawers. Memories of her mother brushing her hair before bedtime flashed through her head. 
 
   The departing Karol had just reached the door when she stopped and said: “You are every inch as lovely as your mother, My Lady. It is good you have come home.”
 
    “You knew my mother?” Kat asked, a little surprised.
 
   “Not well,” she told her. “But my mother did. She was the queen's personal attendant for many years.”
 
   “Your mother was Misha?” Kat remembered the woman well. She had been with her mother ever since she first had married her father. 
 
   “It is good you remember her,” said Karol. “She will be pleased.”
 
   “Is she here?”
 
   “Sadly, no. After your mother was…taken, she could no longer bear to come to the house. It broke her heart to witness what happened.”
 
   “I never even knew Misha had a daughter,” remarked Kat. “Or a husband for that matter.”
 
   Sadness briefly passed over Karol's face. “My father died when I was still quite young and before you were born. Even though my mother loved it here, she wanted more for me than the life of a servant. But after your mother passed, there was nothing else for us. Without your father employing me, we would have been forced to live on the streets…or worse.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Kat. “I know how you feel.”
 
   “Don’t misunderstand, My Lady. I am grateful to be able to provide for my family. I have come to think of this place as a second home, and it would honor me to serve you as my mother once served yours.”
 
   “It would honor me,” said Kat. “But I don’t think we’ll be staying here too long.”
 
   “I see.” There was more than a touch of disappointment in her voice. “Then I hope you will at least allow me to continue serving you while you are here. It would make my mother very happy to know I had done so.”
 
   Kat regarded the woman. Her eyes bore a deep sadness - an inner pain that Kat understood all too well. She wondered what plans Misha had once had for her. 
 
   “I suppose I could use some help with my hair after all, if you don’t mind,” she said.
 
   Karol smiled. “Of course, My Lady.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Ethan found himself constantly fiddling with the end of his belt. Though now sitting comfortably in a plush suede chair, it was an understandable reaction given the uncertainty of his situation.  
 
   Once again his eyes shifted away from the imposing mahogany desk and moved around the large room. The wall on the far side was lined with paintings and etchings, while directly opposite these stood a truly massive bookcase crammed with hundreds of leather bound volumes. On the wall directly behind the desk hung a tapestry bearing a golden stallion encircled by a black ring. The family crest, he imagined. 
 
   The two guards who had brought him here a short time ago remained standing just inside the door. Though they didn’t speak, their eyes darted over in his direction constantly. He had asked them time and again why he'd been released, but they gave little information away, stating only that their orders were to ensure he was taken care of. His questions about Kat were totally ignored. 
 
   The room he had been given was every bit as luxurious as those at the king’s manor in Elyfoss. And the food provided was as good as anything he had ever tasted. Whatever was going on, they clearly wanted him to be comfortable. With the collar removed, he could now once again use magic should the need arise. But the woman, Umbra, would certainly know that as well, and must be unconcerned. It was a comfort to know he was not without the means to fight, but he would not rush into anything until he knew more. Far better to stay calm and discover whatever his captors had in mind first.
 
   After a few more minutes, the door opened and a man in purple robes with gold trim entered. His grey hair and tired aspect told of a life of worry and hardship. Not the hardship of a farmer or laborer, but of a man burdened with many years of great responsibility. 
 
   “Leave us,” he instructed the guards.
 
   Once alone, the man rounded the desk and took a seat. 
 
   Ethan stood and gave a formal bow, as he had seen performed by King Ganix, “My name is –”
 
   “I know who you are, Ethan Dragonvein,” he said. “I am King Yularian of Ralmaria. And before we speak on any other subject, you must first tell me one thing. How do you intend to protect my daughter?”
 
   Astonishment washed over Ethan. “Your Highness, I…I don’t understand your question.”
 
   “It’s quite simple,” he said, leaning back and steepling his hands beneath his chin. “The Emperor wants you dead. At the same time, it is clear my daughter has deep feelings for you. So I must now decide whether or not turning you over to him would be the best way of protecting her.”
 
   Ethan could see the sincerity in his eyes. He thought carefully before answering. “Handing me in will not save your daughter. Or anyone else. Shinzan will certainly kill me if you do. But he will not stop there. This world is dying, and Shinzan is the cause.”
 
   “And you think you can stop him?”
 
   “I’m going to try,” Ethan replied.
 
   “And if you fail?”
 
   “Then Lumnia is doomed. But seeing as how that’s already the case, nothing will have changed.”
 
   Yularian regarded Ethan for a lengthy period, as if attempting to penetrate his soul. “I fear that your quest has endangered my daughter. You intend to face Shinzan. Were she to follow you, her fate will be tied to yours. I cannot allow this to happen.”
 
   Ethan shifted in his chair. “You have my solemn word there is nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure Kat's safety. But I’m not sure exactly what it is you want from me.”
 
   “Leave her,” he said flatly. “Tell her you do not love her. Tell her she belongs here. Tell her whatever you want. Just be sure to leave her.”
 
   The two of them locked eyes. Ethan could see that Yularian was determined. Fiercely so. And he was sure the king would go to any lengths to see that his daughter remained out of harm's way. Part of Ethan wanted to agree to his demands. But he knew Kat would not be safe anywhere. Not as long as Shinzan lived. 
 
   These thoughts were still passing through his head when the door opened and Kat entered. The blue linen dress she was wearing fitted her perfectly, and her hair had been brushed and tied into a neat braid that fell down the middle of her back.
 
   Yularian’s gaze remain fixed on Ethan for several seconds longer before looking up and smiling at his daughter. “You are a vision, Katyana. So much like your mother.” 
 
   Ethan stood, a huge smile on his face. Kat immediately threw her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. Only the sound of her father clearing his throat separated them. 
 
   She gave him an awkward smile. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I was so worried about him.”
 
   Yularian nodded. “I understand.” Even so, he flashed Ethan a disapproving look before adding: “Please sit. There is much to talk about.”
 
   Kat kissed her father on the cheek and then settled into the chair alongside Ethan. Yularian leaned back behind his desk and regarded the two of them expectantly. 
 
   “I’m not sure where to begin,” said Kat.
 
   Yularian smiled. “Begin wherever you like. We have plenty of time.”
 
   After taking a deep cleansing breath, her tale began, starting with Umbra's theft of her doll. On reaching the point where she had become a thief in Miltino, she suddenly paused with a confused look on her face.
 
   “There's one thing I don’t understand. Why was Umbra so eager for you to know that it was me? How did she think you’d react?”
 
   Yularian lowered his eyes. “She honestly believed I would send you to the Emperor.”
 
   Kat frowned. “Why would she think that?”
 
   “Because I’m a coward,” he replied. “I denounced you after Umbra claimed you had attacked her with magic. From that time on, I led people to believe that I sought you only in order to bring you to justice.” 
 
   He looked up with a pained expression. “I gave thanks every day when they did not find you. I knew if they did, they would kill you. There was nothing I could have done. Whatever your fate in your new life may have been, had you stayed here it would have been far worse.”
 
   “You’re not a coward,” said Ethan. “You were left with an impossible choice.”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Yularian. “And it would seem that fate has granted me a second chance.”
 
   Ethan knew these words were meant for him. He took Kat’s hand. “Yes it has.”
 
   Kat continued her tale while her father listened intently. Ethan noticed that she left out many of the more distasteful details, presumably to save both herself and her father embarrassment. But in the end, all the essential facts were laid bare.
 
   At the conclusion, Kat leaned back in her chair and sighed. “By now, I bet you’ve already tried to talk Ethan into making me stay in Ralmaria with you - right? That’s why he was here before me.”
 
   “I only asked him to do the right thing,” Yularian stated. 
 
   “The right thing is for me to do what I know to be right,” she said firmly. “And Ethan needs me.”
 
   “You say this because you love him. Not because it’s true.”
 
   “You’re wrong. Yes, I do love him. But he does need me. Right now, I’m the only one who can help him learn the power he needs to challenge Shinzan.”
 
   “And how are you to do that?”
 
   Kat paused to glance over at Ethan. “I can’t say.”
 
   “You can’t…or you won’t?”
 
   Ethan stepped in. “That's okay,” he told Kat. “I'll explain.”
 
   He turned his attention to Yularian. “Your Highness. The spirits of my ancestors have passed from the dragons into me. The most powerful one among these ancestors intends to teach me all that he knows. But he can only do so by first instructing your daughter. She will then pass on that knowledge to me.”
 
   Yularian sat back, his mouth twisted into a cynical frown. “You expect me to believe this?”
 
   “It’s true, father,” Kat assured him. “You have my word. Anyway, if you meant what you said about fighting the Empire, I won’t be any safer here than with Ethan. Did you mean it?”
 
   Yularian’s shoulders slumped. “Yes. I meant it. But at least here I could find a place to hide you. I know my own land. And you have been away for so long. Not knowing if you are safe would drive me mad.”
 
   Her father’s pained expression was tearing at her heart. “I know. And I’m sorry. But there’s no other way.”
 
   The king stood and turned his back. “Then make me one promise. When Shinzan is defeated, you will come home…for good. Naturally, Lord Dragonvein would be welcome also.”
 
   Kat looked to Ethan, who smiled and gave her an approving nod. “I promise,” she said.
 
   A small sigh of relief slipped from Yularian. Facing them once more, he gestured for them to rise. “Then we have told enough tales for one day. Let me show your suitor my home. And tonight we shall feast and be a family again. I may not have convinced you to stay, but I will enjoy having my daughter close to me, be it only for a short time.”
 
   They spent the rest of the day wandering the palace. Even though the king seemed much more interested in spending the time talking with Kat than explaining the history of his home, Ethan was still captivated by its sheer scope and beauty.
 
   Eventually, a servant arrived to tell them it was time to prepare for dinner. Kat was immediately spirited away by several hand maidens, leaving Ethan alone with Yularian, who insisted on personally showing him to his room.
 
   “Where will you go from here?’ the king asked. 
 
   “Back to Elyfoss,” he replied. “I have to speak with an elf named Lotheri. We were traveling with his daughter when the Corvali caught us.”
 
   “I received word this morning that a group of elves has been spotted not far from here. Do you think your companion might be among them?”
 
   Ethan nodded. “If she was able to figure out where we were taken, then probably.”
 
   “Then I must send word to them of your safety at once,” Yularian said. “We would not want to fight with our allies.”
 
   “So you’re going to join the elves and the dwarves?”
 
   “Not openly,” he replied. “Not until I have everything in place. If I move too aggressively, Shinzan will send an army to crush me before I’m ready. But I want you to tell your friends that I will definitely join with them when the time is right.”
 
   “You think others will join too?”
 
   “That’s what I intend to find out. Shinzan has already sent word that we are to muster our forces to march on the dwarves.”
 
   On reaching Ethan’s room, Yularian caught his arm just before he entered.
 
   “Two things I would ask,” he said. “Though I will not ask you again to leave my daughter behind, please allow her to remain here for at least a few days. I understand your need for haste, but grant a father this boon.”
 
   Ethan smiled. “Of course, Your Highness. And what else?”
 
   “Do not visit Katyana’s bed chamber while you are here.”
 
   Ethan flushed. “Of course not. I promise.”
 
   “Thank you.” Without a further word, the king squeezed his shoulder and then strode away.
 
   The lavish dining hall where they ate dinner that evening was spacious enough to have accommodated dozens of guests. Yet only the three of them were seated at the end of the magnificent table. Kat didn’t seem to mind, spending the entire time peppering her father with questions and listening as he recounted his memories of her when she was a tiny child. 
 
   Ethan, remembering Yularian’s desire for her to spend at least a few days with him, suggested that he should go out to speak with the elves. Kat’s pleasant demeanor changed instantly.
 
   “This had better not be some trick,” she warned. “If you try to leave here without me, I’ll just follow you on my own. You know that.”
 
   Ethan reached over and took her hand. “It’s not a trick, I promise. It’s just that I don’t want Keira thinking the king is sending men to attack them. If they see me, they'll know everything is all right. And it will give you a few days to spend with your father.”
 
   “Please, Katyana,” Yularian implored. “I don’t know when I’ll see you again. Just a few days.”
 
   Convinced of their sincerity, she smiled and nodded. “I’d like that.” She leaned over to kiss Ethan on the cheek. “Thank you.”
 
   When the meal was finished, Yularian invited them to join him for a walk in the gardens. Feeling that Kat should have some private time with her father, Ethan politely declined. Kat appeared to be grateful for this gesture, though before he left them alone she made a point of pulling him aside to where her father couldn’t see them and kissing him long and hard.
 
   Her passion was sufficient to make him seriously regret his promise to the king about their sleeping arrangements.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Kat returned to her room later that night, her heart filled with a joy she had not known since she was a child. She and her father had talked for hours while wandering the gardens where she had spent so many carefree days playing and laughing. It wasn’t until she noticed him wince as he walked that she decided it was time they said goodnight. 
 
   Her father was happy that she would remain with him while Ethan spoke to the elves. And in all honesty, she was happy with this arrangement too. Never in her dizziest daydreams had she thought she would be able to come home. All the distressing thoughts of recent years that her father had stopped loving her and that she was without a family were now banished. And even if she was fated never to return - even if Shinzan were to kill them all - she had still had this time. And not even the terrible power of the Emperor could take it away.
 
   Karol had laid out a soft cotton nightgown and put some fresh linens on her bed. After changing into the gown she settled face down onto the mattress, sighing with utter contentment. Home. The word echoed through her mind like a sweet lullaby. 
 
   A knock at the door startled her from her reflections. 
 
   “Karol,” she said quietly to herself before answering the door.
 
   But it was not Karol. It was Ethan. He stood there with a sly smirk on his face, leaning casually against the door frame while looking her up and down and nodding with appreciation. 
 
   “My father told me you promised not to come here,” she whispered. She poked her head out and looked down the hall. Three guards were standing at each end, though all of them seemed totally oblivious to Ethan’s presence. 
 
   “You look ravishing,” he told her. “Though I'm sure you would look even better without your attire.”
 
   Kat’s heart was racing - the warm sensation of desire washing over her. Even so, she fought against a powerful urge to pull him inside. She had also made a promise to her father that they would spend their nights apart. 
 
   She smiled and poked his nose playfully. “We can’t. Not here. Besides, I thought Boy Scouts didn’t break their promises.” 
 
   Receiving no reply to this, she took another quick look at the guards. For some strange reason, they still seemed completely unaware of Ethan having slipped past them. She stepped out and kissed him, her lips lingering on his for as long as she dared. 
 
   “Now go back to your room before they see you,” she said firmly.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “See me? I assure you they won’t. I've taken care of that. And it was Ethan who made that promise to your father…not me.”
 
   Realization came with a rush. Kat's hand flew to her mouth and she took a quick step back.
 
   “Martok!”
 
   He nodded. “Of course.”
 
   “Get the hell out of here,” she hissed. 
 
   “Not before we have a chat, my dear.” He pushed his way past her and walked over to the small table near the bed. “Sit.”
 
   Kat took another look down the hall. Whatever Martok had done, the guards were indeed blind to the fact that a man had walked openly down the hall and then entered her room. She closed the door and spun to face him. “You have no right to be here.”
 
   “I have every right.” His voice had hardened. “Ethan’s carelessness almost doomed us all. And now your father’s stupidity is about to complete the task.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Martok pointed to the chair opposite him, but said nothing further. 
 
   Kat's defiance lasted only for a moment. Whatever Martok knew, she needed to hear it. With abrupt movements, she pulled back the chair and sat down. 
 
   “That’s better,” he said. “Now, where were we? Ah, yes. Your idiot of a father.”
 
   Kat bristled, but somehow controlled her anger. ”What about him?”
 
   “First of all, he announces that his daughter, the princess, has returned,” Martok began, making no attempt to hide his disdain. “Then, he prevents you from killing Umbra. Rather, he imprisons her where she can speak to guards or anyone else who comes calling. And finally, to cap it all, he allows Ethan to roam about the palace in full public view.”
 
   “My father is –”
 
   “Your father is a doddering old fool,” Martok snapped. “Do you not think Shinzan has spies here? Having Ralmaria as an ally would be a tremendous asset to our cause. And your father will destroy any chance of us taking advantage of this.”
 
   Kat frowned. “You're just guessing. How can you know for sure there are spies here?” 
 
   “Because I would have them,” he replied. 
 
   “I’m sure my father knows his own household,” she shot back. “And if you insult him one more time…” 
 
   Her anger was stoked by the fact that she knew Martok was probably right. And she hated it. Of course Shinzan would have spies. How could he not? Her tone became calmer.
 
   “If they are here, what can we do?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing. I have already attended to the matter. In the morning you will find six guards and two chambermaids dead in their quarters. Also, I have erased all memory of both you and Ethan from the minds of everyone here. With the exception of your father, of course.”
 
   “You should have waited,” Kat told him. “I plan to be here for at least two more days.”
 
   “I am fully aware of this. And I am not so heartless as to deny you your moment of joy. No one will be able to hold the memory of you in their head once you have left their sight. It will be as if you have never been. But the spell will only last four days. No longer. And to cast it again would risk killing everyone under your father’s roof.”
 
   “As if you care about that,” Kat scoffed. 
 
   Martok leveled his gaze. “I don’t. But the death of so many would cause tongues to wag. Particularly the entire household of the king. Shinzan would be sure to hear of it. And that we cannot risk.”
 
   “Then I’ll leave before the spell wears off,” she said. “Simple.”
 
   “See that you do. Now fetch me a quill and a sheet of parchment.”
 
   Kat sniffed. “Fetch them yourself.”
 
   Martok smiled. “Certainly. That is, if you don’t mind me rummaging through your childhood possessions.”
 
   More than anything, Kat wanted to strike him. His smug disposition and arrogant manner was infuriating. Of course, then she’d have to explain to Ethan why he had a black eye. After another brief moment of defiant but pointless hesitation, she rose and retrieved the items from her desk drawer. 
 
   Martok spent the next hour outlining exactly what he wanted her father to do. In spite of her deep dislike of the man, she could not help but appreciate his intelligence. His plan was cunning and elegant. And if successful, it would deal a serious blow to Shinzan.
 
   When finally completed, Martok rose from his chair and crossed over to the door with uneven steps. He looked thoroughly weary.
 
   “See that your father understands what he must do,” he said. “And tell Ethan he should allow us to begin our lessons very soon. What I have laid out is a mere stumbling block for a creature like Shinzan. When the strength of the dragons has gone, armies and schemes will not be enough.”
 
   Kat nodded silently. After the door to her room had closed, she began reading Martok’s plan again. By the time she reached the end, she found herself smiling. 
 
   “Brilliant,” she muttered. “He may be an arrogant jerk. But with him on our side, we might just stand a chance.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Umbra sat on the stone floor of her cell, back against the wall and knees curled up tightly to her chest. She had been stripped of her beautiful nightgown and was now forced to wear a shabby, short woolen tunic that would only stretch down as far as the middle of her thighs. This was meant to shame her – she knew that. It was barely sufficient to cover her most intimate parts, and with no undergarments, she was forced to constantly tug at the hem to keep herself covered. The guards were ever on the watch lest she be forgetful and allow herself to be exposed. But she refused to give them the pleasure.
 
   The hatred she felt for Katyana burned through her like a river of fire. How could her uncle not see her for what she was? She was evil, just like her mother. And he was unfit to be king. To allow such people to walk free was more than just against the Empire. It was against the very laws of nature itself. The Queen had deserved death. And so had her own father for his part in concealing the woman's secret. Now that Umbra knew the truth about his complicity in this, any slight guilt she had carried over orchestrating his death was gone. Washed away by the knowledge that she had seen to the death of a traitor. 
 
   “You’ll join them soon enough, cousin,” she muttered. “You and your father. Once the Emperor discovers what you’ve done, he’ll kill you all.” 
 
   “Will he?”
 
   Umbra looked up and saw Ethan Dragonvein standing just outside her cell. Despite her excellent hearing, she had not heard him approaching. Magic. The word was as vile as the people who used it.
 
   “What do you want?” she demanded. “You have nothing to say to me.”
 
   “Oh, but I do,” he retorted, smiling. “And I think my words will please you.”
 
   “Leave me alone, demon,” she spat. 
 
   Ethan laughed. “Demon? What a horrible thing to say to your liberator.”
 
   Umbra's eyes narrowed. “My liberator?”
 
   “Yes, my dear. I am here to set you free.”
 
   She curled her lip. “No you're not. You’re just here to taunt me.”
 
   Ethan produced a key from his pocket. “Not at all.”
 
   Umbra’s instincts told her not to trust him. He was a user of magic. A dark and deceitful beast. But she could not stop herself from hoping. 
 
   “Why would you do this?” she asked. “I tried to hand you over to the Emperor. I tried to kill the woman you love. What reason could you possibly have to help me?”
 
   “Information, my dear,” he replied. 
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Nothing that you cannot easily tell me.” 
 
   She eyed him skeptically. “So what is it you want to know?”
 
   “The collars you put on us,” he said, his smile never fading. “Where did you get them?”
 
   “And if I tell you?”
 
   “Then I unlock your cell and you will be free.”
 
   “You promise this, but how do I know you will keep your word?”
 
   He cocked his head. “Perhaps you would rather stay in your cell and await death at the hands of the king. Because I give you my word, that is precisely what will happen should you not tell me what I want to know.”
 
   Umbra tried to weigh her options. But she knew realistically she had none. He would either do what he promised, or he would not. “I was given them by a man from Traxis,” she said. “He claimed to have found them in a cave somewhere in the Shadow Lands.” 
 
   She paused, but it was obvious that Dragonvein knew there was more to tell. “He said there was a great treasure buried there. Magical items of all kinds. But it was guarded by powerful spirits.”
 
   “Did he say how he managed to get past them?”
 
   “No. Just that out of the twenty men who went in, he was the only one to return alive. I swear that’s all he told me.”
 
   Ethan scrutinized her for a moment. “I believe you.” 
 
   He inserted the key he was holding into the lock, but paused before turning it. “However, I do have one final request.”
 
   “You gave your word!” she snapped. “I did as you asked.” When he did not move, she relented. “What more do you want?”
 
   “A trifle really. Just a kiss.”
 
   “Is this some kind of cruel joke?” The thought of placing her lips on such a disgusting beast was repugnant. “I will not kiss the likes of you.”
 
   “Then you will stay here and await death.” He turned to leave.
 
   “Wait!” Umbra cried almost instantly.  
 
   Ethan paused. 
 
   “Very well. I’ll do it.”
 
   He turned and flashed a toothy smile. “Excellent.” He unlocked the cell and the door screeched open. 
 
   Umbra took a tentative step forward, then looked to the exit. “And the guards?”
 
   “You don’t need to worry about them.” He took a step back. “Now I have kept my word, it is time for you to keep yours.”
 
   Umbra swallowed hard. He wasn’t unattractive – though a bit thin for her taste. Even so, the fact that he used magic made the bile in her stomach threaten to rise. She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath to calm herself.  
 
   Stepping close to him, she looked into his eyes. “Do what you will.”
 
   Ethan leaned down and kissed her. At first she thought she would be ill. But after only a brief moment, she could feel his lips become hot. His tongue penetrated her mouth, searching for hers. At first she resisted, but when his hands slipped around her waist, a current of pleasure shot through her, setting her lust ablaze. Her loins dripped and tingled with desire. He pulled her in closer until she could feel the swell of his manhood. This fueled her passions even further. Never before had a man made her feel this way. Within moments she was willing to give herself to him completely. All thoughts of escape had vanished. She was his.
 
   Umbra nearly wept when their lips finally parted. In a desperate flurry of movement, she tore at her tunic until it lay in tatters on the floor. Her breasts heaved and her heart pounded madly. She could think of nothing except her need for him to be inside her - to possess her. 
 
   Ethan chuckled softly while running the knuckle of his index finger over her left breast. Just when it touched her nipple, he stepped back. Umbra tried to leap forward and wrap herself around him, but found that her legs would not obey her commands. 
 
   “I have kept my word, my dear,” he said. “You are free.”
 
   Umbra wanted to cry out. She wanted to tell him that she no longer cared if she lived or died. All she wanted was to be his. But her voice would not respond any better than her legs would. 
 
   “I attempted the same thing on your cousin when we met,” Dragonvein told her. “But she is much stronger than you.”
 
   Love me. Please. Love me. Take me. I’ll do anything you ask. The thoughts kept hammering at her mind, but she was completely paralyzed. 
 
   “I cannot help but be intrigued by her,” he mused. “More than that, seldom have I met a woman so fiercely passionate and yet so utterly unyielding. Even though I am sure that poor Ethan is not worthy of such a prize, I am powerless to take her for my own. She would never love me the way she does him.”
 
   I love you. Please. I must have you. You are everything.
 
   “I am very unhappy at the way you treated her,” he continued. “Almost as much as I am by the way you treated Ethan.” He moved closer to her and lifted her chin. “Will you do anything I ask of you?”
 
   Though her body was still unable to move, her voice had returned. “Yes, my dearest love. Oh, yes. I will do anything. Command me. I am yours, forever.”
 
   “I want you to return to your cell.” He flicked his finger toward the open door.
 
   All at once her limbs could move again. She nearly collapsed, but he caught her by the arms and held her up straight. The touch of his flesh on hers sent fresh waves of unrelenting desire coursing through her, sending her into a fiery climax. She shuddered and moaned as the sensation penetrated her to the very core. 
 
   “Yes.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Anything.” She stepped back until she was beyond the door.
 
   He gave her an approving nod. “Good. Now, I would like very much to see your blood flow.” He withdrew a small knife from his belt and tossed it on the floor at her feet. 
 
   Without hesitation she dropped to her knees and seized up the blade. There was no pain as the steel sliced open the arteries on both wrists; only the joy of knowing she had pleased her love.
 
   He closed the door and watched as the light slowly faded from her eyes. When it was finally extinguished, he took a moment to appreciate the scene. 
 
   “So weak, this one,” he said. Had she been stronger, he might have at least pleasured her before she died. But such weakness was not worthy of Martok’s passion. 
 
   He smiled. “But you are, my dear Katyana. You are most definitely worthy.”
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   A savage pounding on Ethan's bedroom door roused him from his slumber. He was still trying to muster up a response when King Yularian came storming in. There was fury in his eyes. 
 
   “What the hell did you do?” he demanded. 
 
   Ethan scrambled from the bed. His muscles were unusually fatigued and his head was pounding. “I didn’t do anything,” he protested. “What happened?”
 
   “I should have your head put on a pike,” the king roared. “You know that? You had no right. No right whatsoever. This is my home and my kingdom. I rule here. King Yularian. Not Lord Dragonvein.”
 
   “Please, Your Highness, calm down. I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Eight people dead,” he said. “All in their beds. All without cause. And Umbra…” 
 
   He paused to squeeze his eyes shut for a moment. “They found her naked in her cell, her wrists cut open. I know she deserved death. But not like that. Not my brother’s daughter, no matter what she had done. It was meant to be quick and painless.”
 
   Ethan stiffened. “I had nothing to do with any of this. I swear that's the truth.”
 
   “Then how else can you explain it?” Yularian demanded. “There were guards everywhere. Yet no one saw a thing. Umbra’s cell was searched thoroughly before she was placed there. Where could she have gotten a knife?”
 
   “I can’t explain it, Your Highness,” Ethan replied. “I can only repeat that it wasn’t me.”
 
   “Yes it was.” The words came from Kat. She was standing at the door, a worried look in her eyes.
 
   Ethan was mortified. “You don’t really think –” 
 
   “It was Martok,” she said, cutting him short. “He killed the guards and the servants. Probably Umbra too.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Ethan felt a knot forming in the pit of his stomach. 
 
   Kat nodded. “He came to me last night and told me.”
 
   “Did you say Martok?” The king’s tone was suddenly hushed, as if the mere mention of the name might be sufficient to conjure up something dreadful. “Martok the Destroyer?”
 
   “Martok Dragonvein,” corrected Ethan. “He is the one I told you about. The ancestor who is going to be helping us.”
 
   “And you are certain of this?” Yularian asked. 
 
   Ethan nodded. “But I swear I had no idea he had taken control. I’m sorry about what he has done. But I had no way to stop him.”
 
   “So he can take control of you at will?” A glint of fear appeared in the king's eyes.
 
   “No, not at will. But once in a while he is able to use my body for short periods without my consent or knowledge.”
 
   Anger replaced fear as the king moved closer to his daughter. “And you still expect my leave to take Katyana with you, after knowing this?”
 
   “Martok is trying to help us,” she told him.
 
   He stared at her. “Are you insane? Martok was the foulest creature ever to walk the face of Lumnia. He killed millions of people without so much as a thought. He tortured entire cities to death, just to hear their screams.”
 
   “That’s not true,” said Ethan. “I won’t say he was a good man. But most of the stories you’ve heard are just that…stories.”
 
   “And I suppose the murdered people we found are just stories as well,” scoffed the king. 
 
   “They were spies, father,” Kat told him. “Traitors. If Martok let them live, they might easily have ruined everything.”
 
   “And how do you know they were spies?” he countered. “Because Martok told you so? A man so evil, his very name has become a curse.”
 
   “If he says they were spies, then I believe him,” Kat said emphatically. 
 
   Taking her father's hand, she led him over to a small table at the far end of the room and waited until he had reluctantly sat down. Once he was settled, she handed him the parchment that Martok on which had written. With Ethan by her side, she recounted what had happened. 
 
   The king examined the parchment closely, his eyes going over the text several times. Finally, he pushed it away and rubbed his temples. “The plan is a good one, I admit. More than that, it’s vicious and precise. But that doesn’t mean I should trust this…spirit. Not with my daughter.”
 
   “What better protection could I have than the most powerful mage who ever lived?” Kat argued. “He won’t hurt me.”
 
   “And how can you know this?” he asked. 
 
   She stole a glance at Ethan, not knowing exactly how to say what she intended. 
 
   “He loves her,” Ethan said. “I can feel it. I can’t explain how. But I catch glimpses into his mind from time to time.”
 
   “He what?” gasped Yularian.
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far,” Kat interjected, clearly relieved that Ethan was already aware of the situation. “A crush is more like it, I'd say. But I know he’ll protect me if he can.”
 
   For more than a minute the king sat in deep contemplation. Kat held Ethan’s hand tightly throughout. 
 
   “Give me some time with this,” Yularian said eventually. “This spell that Martok has cast on my house. You say it lasts for four days?” Kat nodded. “Then Ethan will see the elves and you will remain here. During that time I will meet with my commanders to discuss Martok’s plan. And when you return, Lord Dragonvein, you will not cross my threshold. I cannot willingly invite such peril within my walls. You will wait beyond the city gates until you hear from me. Am I clear on this matter?”
 
   “Yes, Your Highness,” Ethan responded. “Perfectly.”
 
   Yularian stood. “Then you should leave immediately. I will have a horse and supplies waiting for you at the gates within the hour.” He regarded them both for a few seconds, then let out a frustrated grunt. “I must be mad to even consider this.”
 
   As he stomped off, they could hear him shouting for the guards. 
 
   “You’re lucky to have someone like him,” Ethan remarked. 
 
   Kat leaned in to kiss him lightly. “I’m luckier to have you.” 
 
   Ethan could see she was now deeply regretting not having told him about her suspicions that Martok had feelings for her. But her hesitancy was understandable. Until he had revealed his own thoughts on the matter just now, she couldn't possibly have been certain. Martok's arrogance and utter contempt for those weaker than himself effectively masked any emotions he might possess. 
 
   “And I'm the luckiest one of all,” he said, returning her kiss.
 
    
 
   ** * * *
 
    
 
   Just as King Yularian had promised, a horse and supplies were waiting for Ethan at the palace gates when he arrived. Three men had been charged to go along with him. None of them appeared to be very happy about seeking out the elves, and none offered him more than a brief cordial greeting. 
 
   The city of Gorta, which completely surrounded the palace, was very different from the other cities he had seen thus far. Stark gray stone buildings no more than two stories high were set up in neat rows – their facades unadorned and their windows and doors carbon copies of each other. It appeared to be a city built for function rather than form. At the corner of each street were numbered signs indicating where one was. Ethan was reminded of the grid system in Manhattan – efficient and easy to navigate.
 
   Similarly, the attire of the people was plain and functional. Only a few he spotted were wearing colors other than brown or gray. The quiet nature of the shops and various other businesses was unusual too. Miltino had been a beehive of activity. Even Elyfoss was livelier than this.
 
   The twenty-foot high wall surrounding the city was built from the same grey stone as everything else, with guard towers spaced evenly throughout. As they approached the main gates, one of the men riding with Ethan raised his hand and the massive timber obstruction slowly groaned its way open.
 
   The elves had been sighted a day’s ride to the south-west. Ethan had no doubt his approaching group would be spotted easily enough, though he hoped fervently they would not be set upon before his identity could be established.
 
   The land beyond the city wall was flat and covered with vast expanses of tall grass. Small farms and a few houses lined the southbound road, though the fields were empty. The harvest was over, and most residents would now be preparing for winter. From the chill in the air, Ethan guessed this would be arriving soon. Almost as an automatic reaction to this thought, he reached into his saddle bag for a blanket and threw it around his shoulders.
 
   While lazing along in the saddle, he could hear Martok’s voice clearly in his head. We are running out of time. There is much you must learn. 
 
   Ethan ignored him for the moment. Martok would have to wait for now. Though he was right. Time was indeed running out. 
 
   Their pace had not been particularly fast so far, and Ethan had expected it to be well into the following morning before they reached the elves. The forest in which King Yularian's scouts had reported seeing them was only just coming into view in the far distance. But just as they were about to begin looking for a good place to bed down for the night, Ethan caught sight of a dozen tall figures walking toward them. Their fluid movements and long strides told him at once they were not humans. His three escorts saw them as well, and each one quickly placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
   “Don’t do anything unless I say so,” Ethan ordered. The fearful look in their eyes told him that things could quickly get out of hand. The last thing he needed was to be forced into acting as a buffer in a fight between elves and humans.
 
   As the advancing elves drew closer, Ethan spotted Keira amongst them. She was holding a long pole with a round object fastened to the end. He gestured for his escorts to remain where they were and spurred his horse forward in a quick trot.
 
   He raised his arm in greeting, but soon lowered it as he realized exactly what it was that Keira carried. At the end of the pole was the severed head of Dren. 
 
   She and the other elves halted, allowing Ethan to approach.
 
   “I see my efforts were unnecessary,” she said, her expression emotionless. “You have freed yourself on your own. Good. We should leave now.” 
 
   Ethan was finding it impossible to drag his eyes away from the gruesome sight of Dren's head. “I thought you had an agreement with the Corvali,” he said. “That’s why they didn’t kill you, you know.”
 
   Keira sank the pole into the ground. “They should have. Not that it would have saved them. The moment that dart struck my arm, their fate was sealed. But enough about that. We must go now.”
 
   “We can’t,” he told her. “Kat is still in Gorta with her father?”
 
   Keira raised an eyebrow. “Her father you say?”
 
   “I can tell you all about it on the way back to get her,” he said. 
 
   “You can tell me about it now,” she retorted. 
 
   He could see that the rest of her group was uneasy – their eyes darting back and forth and their hands never drifting far from their weapons.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ethan asked.
 
   “We’re not sure,” she replied. “A few days ago a group of elves went missing. They were tracked to an area a few days to the south of here. All that was left of them was ashes. The land around where they had been attacked was scorched as well. Not a blade of grass remained.”
 
   Ethan's knitted his brow. “What could have done something like that?” 
 
   “There is only one thing we can think of,” she replied.
 
   “What?”
 
   “A dragon.” Her voice was still steady and calm, but Ethan caught a glimmer of fear in her eyes. 
 
   “Are you sure about that?” he asked incredulously. He could feel that the dragons were still locked in battle with Shinzan. And Maytra remained in torment in the Dragon Wastes. Besides, she would never attack elves. 
 
   “Not entirely, no. But no other explanation comes to mind. Whatever killed them came from above, and we don’t think a dwarf weapon could have caused it. As far as we know, only Shinzan himself would be capable of such destruction. And he remains in his palace.”
 
   Her words sent chills down Ethan's spine. A dragon? He refused to believe it. There must be another explanation. “There’s nothing I can do until we fetch Kat,” he said. “I’m not leaving without her.”
 
   One of the elves stepped forward and whispered into Keira’s ear. She flashed him an irritated look. “Go then. We’ll join you once Lord Dragonvein is ready.”
 
   The other elves took a hard look at Ethan before turning away and heading off rapidly toward the forest.
 
   “They are nervous in the open,” Keira explained. 
 
   “I understand,” Ethan said. “Come on. We’ll make camp and head back in the morning.” He saw Keira looking at the soldiers who were all still astride their horses, hands resting on their weapons. “Don’t worry about them. They won’t do anything.”
 
   In spite of his reassurances, Keira chose to rest well away from his escorts. Ethan joined her and related all that had happened after he and Kat were captured – including the details of Martok’s plan. 
 
   “Interesting,” she said. “And strange you have only now mentioned your connection to Martok the Great.”
 
   Ethan gave her a quizzical look. “The Great?” 
 
   “Indeed,” she replied. “A powerful mage and friend to the elves. In fact, aside from Renald Dragonvein, the only mage ever to spend time among us. A pity he was betrayed by his own kin.”
 
   “Betrayed? How?”
 
   “Martok sought to unify the world,” she replied. “All races under one banner. His own. But the humans and the dwarves resisted. In the end he was betrayed by those whom he loved the most.”
 
   “That’s not the way I’ve heard it,” said Ethan.
 
   She laid on her back and folded her arms behind her head. “Those left alive to speak are those who tell the tales. Among my people, Martok’s name is spoken with reverence.”
 
   “What do they say exactly?”
 
   “I’m not well versed on the subject,” she replied. “If his spirit dwells within you, you should ask him yourself.”
 
   Ethan laid down and stared at the fire, not sure what to think. He needed Martok’s help. That was not in question and had already been accepted. But where at first he had pictured the situation as a matter of employing one darkness to aid in the defeat of another, Keira’s words now filled him with doubt. Again and again Martok had tried to assure him that he had only good intentions. And each time Ethan had been skeptical. Even though he knew that Martok was enamored of Kat, he trusted her love for him completely. And thinking back, Martok had only taken control when it was necessary. He hadn’t done so simply to be free of the spirit world. He had even told Kat that he would keep his hold over Ethan’s body if he were able to, but that he had no way of doing so. Why would he be so honest if not on the level? 
 
   'There are three sides to every story.'
 
   He recalled his father’s words. He would frequently find himself having to sort out a difficulty with an employee – stealing, tardiness, or some other issue. Ethan would watch as his father sat at the table considering the matter.
 
   On one particular occasion, an employee named Vernon had been accused of stealing. He had worked for his father for several years, and Ethan liked the man very much. 
 
   “There are always three sides to every story, son,” his father said when noticing Ethan watching from the kitchen door. “There's one side, then of course the other side, and finally, the truth. A good boss needs to decide what the truth is if he wants to do the right thing.”
 
   “So how do you figure that out, Pop?” Ethan had asked. 
 
   “Go with your gut,” he replied. “In the end, that’s all you’re left with.”
 
   “But what if you’re wrong?”
 
   His father leaned back in his chair and spread his hands. “Then you’re wrong. Nobody’s perfect. We just do the best we can.”
 
   “So does that mean you’re going to fire Vernon?”
 
   His father gestured for Ethan to come closer, then lifted him up and placed him on his knee. “Vernon was stealing.”
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Ethan protested. “He wouldn’t do that. Whoever said he was is lying.”
 
   His father smiled. “I know you like him. But I’m sure he did it. I checked the books.” He forced Ethan to look him in the eye. “Should I fire him?” When Ethan didn’t answer he said: “Don’t worry. I’ve already made my decision. Just tell me what you think I should have done.”
 
   Ethan frowned. “If he did steal, then you have to fire him…I suppose.”
 
   His father cocked his head. “Don’t you think it’s best I find out why he stole from me first?”
 
   Ethan wasn’t sure. He had been taught that stealing was wrong...period. But something in his father’s kindly expression suggested there was more to it than that. “Yes, sir. Maybe you should.”
 
   “That’s right. Sometimes simply knowing what happened isn’t good enough. People do strange things. And there are some bad people out there. But bad things aren’t always done by bad people. You have to look deeper if you want to get to the real truth.” 
 
   As it turned out, Vernon had been stealing because of his kid brother’s gambling debts. A local gang of thugs had threatened to kill him if the money wasn't paid off, so a distraught Vernon had promised to help him out. Later, Ethan overheard his father reprimanding the man, telling him that he should have come to him for help. Though he didn’t fire him, he did make Vernon work a whole lot of extra hours to pay him back.
 
   “I need to look deeper,” mused Ethan, just before drifting off to sleep.
 
   A swift north wind blew him awake just before dawn. The soldiers were already busy preparing their mounts, while Keira was sitting nearby chewing on a piece of dried apricot. He hurried to get ready, though the cold had numbed his hands to such an extent that it took several minutes of rubbing them vigorously together and blowing on his fingers before they were warm enough to function properly.
 
   “We won’t wait for the elf,” shouted one of the guards. “If she can’t keep up, we’ll leave her behind.”
 
   “Attend to yourself, human,” Keira responded. “You needn’t worry about me.”
 
   Ethan offered to let her ride with him, but she refused.
 
   “You don’t like horses?” he asked.
 
   “I think they taste marvelous,” she replied. “They make particularly good jerky. But I prefer to travel on foot.”
 
   Ethan wasn’t sure if she was joking, but decided not to pursue the matter. 
 
   To his astonishment Keira had no trouble whatsoever keeping pace. Even when the horses needed rest, she still looked fresh and ready to continue. However, the soldiers only eyed her with more contempt than before, commenting on her ears and making unsavory remarks about her feminine attributes. Keira though, remained unaffected by it all, occasionally even smirking at the childishness of their behavior.
 
   Their approach was spotted by the tower sentries, so by the time they arrived, Kat was already standing outside the gates waiting for them. King Yularian was at her side, a deep frown carved on his face. Surrounding them both were more than twenty palace guards. 
 
   The three men escorting Ethan broke off as soon as they were able, and headed toward a nearby stable, spitting curses at Keira from a distance. Ethan was furious and wanted to call them back to make them apologize. Keira, seeing his anger, stopped him.
 
   “You cannot combat the words of a fool with fury,” she said. “I am unhurt, so let it be.”
 
   It took a moment to calm himself, but once he had, he turned his attention to Kat and her father. The large number of guards around them was unsettling, but the relaxed look on Kat’s face assured him that there was no treachery. 
 
   “I had hoped I would have the full four days,” Yularian remarked sourly. 
 
   Ethan did not respond to this. Instead, he said: “Your Highness, may I present Keira, daughter of King Lotheri.” 
 
   Keira bowed. “We were already on our way here when we spotted Ethan.”
 
   “On your way to do what?” asked the king, suspicion springing into his eyes.
 
   “To free him, of course,” she replied. “We were unaware of the situation at the time and had intended to mount a rescue.”
 
   Yularian huffed. “Is that right? And do you think your attempt would have been successful?”
 
   “Possibly,” she replied. “My people are quite adept at moving about unseen. But now that I've been informed by Lord Dragonvein as to the current situation, such an action is unnecessary.”
 
   “I’m afraid Lord Dragonvein has spoken out of turn,” the king shot back quickly. “I have yet to tell him of my intentions.” His fists tightened until his knuckles turned white. For a moment, the tension was almost palpable. 
 
   “That’s enough,” Kat interjected. “You’re just being difficult.”
 
   The king turned to his daughter. “I thought we had at least two more days. And now you’re leaving already.”
 
   She took him gently by the hand. “It's not forever. I promise.”
 
   Yularian’s hard features gradually softened until a loving smile eased its way up from the corners of his mouth. “I know. But it's still so painful to see you go.” 
 
   All at once, his eyes moved over at Ethan. His tone was now brisk. “I have discussed Martok’s plan with my commanders, and we all agree. Tell the elves and the dwarves that we will be with them when the time comes.” 
 
   He snapped his fingers and a soldier stepped forward carrying Ethan’s pack. Another led a horse with Kat’s supplies fastened to the saddle. 
 
   Ethan bowed to the king. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
 
   “You can thank me by bringing my daughter safely back home,” he said. 
 
   Kat embraced her father, who only released her when she gently pushed him away. He kissed her cheek and whispered into her ear. “Remember. A princess always pays her debts.”
 
   “I’ve never forgotten that, father,” she told him, a tear falling down her cheek.
 
   As they rode off, Ethan could see that Kat was quietly weeping. When she noticed him watching her, she smiled and wiped her eyes. “I’m happy, that's all,” she explained. “It’s like years of my life have just been given back to me.”
 
   “Indeed the will of Ashura can be a strange and wondrous thing,” remarked Keira.
 
   Ethan cocked his head. “Ashura?” 
 
   “The spirit of Lumnia,” she said. “The will who guides us. Perhaps one day you will have the chance to learn our ways. Though as a human, you will never be able to experience them as we do.”
 
   “I’d like that,” he said. 
 
   “I could take time to teach you a little as we journey, if you like,” she offered. “It is many miles to Gol’ Shupa.”
 
   “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”
 
   Soon it became dark, but they pressed on at a decent pace. Keira informed them that they would need to release the horses once they entered the forest. They would be passing through areas too narrow for such a large animal. Also, should they need to use stealth, a horse would make that virtually impossible. Ethan groaned inwardly. He was far from relishing the idea of traveling hundreds of miles on foot. Kat, however, seemed untroubled by the prospect, merely noting that she had walked everywhere she went for most of her life anyway. 
 
   It was well into the night when they approached the forest and found the rest of Keira's party waiting for them. “My kinsmen will stay with us until we reach the border,” she said. “From there, they will leave us to go aid our brothers and sisters gathering in the southernmost part of Traxis.”
 
   After releasing the horses, they entered the forest and made their way to where the elves had set up camp less than a mile from the tree line. Ethan found them to be pleasant enough. Though they did not say very much to either he or Kat, they were polite, and there was no contempt on their faces that he could see.
 
   When they bedded down, he could once again hear Martok’s voice. This time it called out to him with increased urgency. He closed his eyes and took a long cleansing breath. 
 
   Just make sure that get enough rest to travel in the morning, he instructed his ancestor. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Kat felt herself drifting. Ethan was lying just beside her with a strange half-frown on his face. Already dreaming, she thought. And judging from his expression, he was probably having a nightmare. Hating this idea, she reached over and touched his hand.
 
   “I don’t need comforting, my dear.”
 
   She sat bolt upright, at once knowing who was now speaking.
 
   Martok opened his eyes and rolled onto his side. “It is time.” 
 
   His face was intense and his tone serious; so unlike the arrogant, flippant manner that Kat had heard from him previously. “It is late already, so tonight we will work for only an hour,” he continued. “Otherwise Ethan will fatigue too quickly tomorrow.”
 
   He rose to his feet and addressed the elves who were gathered in a tight circle near the fire. “My friends. I must ask that you leave us to our work and do not disturb us in any way.”
 
   The elves stared at him, first with confusion, then with utter astonishment. As one, they leapt to their feet. Keira was the first to speak. “Am I addressing Martok the Great?”
 
   He laughed. “The Great? I was unaware that the elves had titled me so. But yes, I am Martok. And I am pleased that Ethan chose to tell you of my existence. Now, perhaps you would be so kind as to inform your kin of this while Kat and I are away.”
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked.
 
   “Not far,” he said, pointing deeper into the forest. “I will be instructing Kat in the ways of magic. She in turn will instruct Ethan Dragonvein, so it is vital we are left to our work. I assure you that, regardless of what you may see or hear, I will not endanger any of you.”
 
   The elves looked at one another nervously.
 
   “How can this be Martok?” asked a tall, elder elf. “Is this some sort of trick?”
 
   “Can you not see it for yourself?” Keira retorted, waving aside his doubts. “Our people have clearly marked him. There is no way to forge this.”
 
   Martok gestured for Kat to follow him. “Come. The elf woman will set their minds at ease, I am sure. We have much to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   King Ganix rubbed his eyes and groaned. His joints were aching badly from the chill of the early morning; a condition made considerably worse by night after night of sleeping on unforgiving rocky ground. It seemed that no matter how thoroughly he cleared away an area in preparation, a multitude of small stones still managed to find their way beneath his bedroll and dig spitefully into his back. Though he had no mirror with which to see, he knew he must be covered in tiny bruises. 
 
   With the vigor and resilience of youth as their ally, the rest of his party appeared to be dealing with the conditions much better. 
 
   “Do you need more time, Your Highness?” Hanvir called over. 
 
   Ganix forced a smile and waved. “I’m old. But not yet feeble.” 
 
   Hanvir unrolled the map on the ground beside him, placing a rock on each corner to keep the increasing wind from blowing it away. This had already happened once, resulting in Ganix receiving a deep cut to his knee when he stumbled while chasing after it. 
 
   “We should be very close,” Hanvir told him. 
 
   Ganix pushed himself to his feet, his joints cracking loudly in protest. The salve they had brought with them had dulled the pain from the cut, but it did nothing to remedy the stiffness. Two of the other dwarves rushed over to assist him. At first he tried to wave them off, but their insistence finally overcame his objections. And the uncomfortable truth was, until it reached mid-morning and the heat of the day had begun to set in, he did need help. He crossed over to where Hanvir was sitting and eased himself down.
 
   Hanvir pointed to a spot on the map where a tall spire had been drawn. “We saw this two days ago. Which means that the scale is properly proportioned.’ He moved his finger across a few inches. “We are here – more or less – so we should reach our objective sometime today.”
 
   Ganix heaved a sigh. “Thank the spirits.”
 
   “Don’t thank them just yet, Your Highness. Finding the location on the map is one thing. Finding the ship itself may be another matter entirely.”
 
   “Don’t remind me,” the king grumbled. “If I wasn’t such a stubborn old fool, I’d be in Elyfoss right now, waking up in a soft bed.”
 
   Hanvir smiled. “Rakaal would be glad you came. Especially if we find something.”
 
   “We’ll find something, sure enough” Ganix told him. “Even if I have to dig up the entire Dragon Wastes by hand.”
 
   A hollow howl carried on the wind. The call was quickly joined by at least a dozen others.
 
   “Foul beasts,” said Hanvir.
 
   Since leaving the safety of Renald’s wards, they had been constantly plagued by packs of deformed, doglike creatures. At first it had been possible to frighten them away with bursts from their weapons. But as each day passed, the beasts became ever bolder. Recently, they had come so close that Ganix could clearly see into their pitch black eyes, and smell their rotting flesh. 
 
   The king guessed that they were once wolves, corrupted by Shinzan during the time he laid ruin to the land. It was a mystery what they ate to stay alive though. None of his party had seen a trace of any other life form in the Wastes. Not even insects buzzed about – the lone saving grace of the journey.
 
   “Normally I would say they should be pitied,” remarked a young dwarf named Ryhol who was standing nearby. “But each time I hear their unnatural howl it sends nothing but fear into my heart.” 
 
   Ganix was glad they'd been able to convince Poul to remain behind with Renald – though it had taken nothing short of a royal command to do so. The turning point had been when Markus agreed to teach the boy how to use a sword while they were away.
 
   “You told me you want to fight,” Ganix had pointed out. “Now is your chance to learn. Don’t worry about us. Renald says the danger in the Wastes is not great. And when we return, I’ll tell you all about it.”
 
   Hanvir took his time preparing to set off. Ganix guessed this was a subtle way of allowing his king more time to recover. The dwarves of Borgen were as efficient as they came, and meticulous to a fault. Only the brightest minds were sent to work there, though many of these were unable to remain for very long. Most didn’t want a life of nothing but research which in all likelihood was destined to lead nowhere. Others simply became homesick and were allowed to return. Up until now, those who did choose to leave were sworn to absolute secrecy. Though if the true origin of their people was indeed about to be disclosed to all, such measures may soon no longer be necessary. 
 
   The howls continued well into the morning, putting the entire party on edge. Hanvir led the way forward, pausing periodically to examine the map and gauge their location. Then, as it neared midday, the howling abruptly ceased. Startled by the sudden eerie silence, everyone stopped in their tracks and drew their rods ready for instant use.
 
   With eyes flickering around in all directions for signs of danger, the tension was high. But after several minutes of nothing happening, Hanvir cautiously waved them on again. 
 
   It was a short-lived advance. He had made no more than a dozen paces when he pulled up again, this time fixated on something just ahead. Without warning, he burst into a dead run. For a moment Ganix had no idea what had excited the dwarf so much. But when Hanvir slid to a stop twenty yards away, he caught a flash of sunlight reflecting off a piece of metal.
 
   Instantly, the soreness in Ganix's limbs evaporated. By the time he and the rest of the group caught up, Hanvir was on his knees and had thrown his pack aside. In front of him, protruding from the ground, was a rectangular piece of metal about six inches long and half as wide. It gleamed brightly, as if freshly polished. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Ganix, kneeling down to touch the metal with the tip of his finger. It was as cold as ice and flawlessly smooth.
 
   “I don’t know,” Hanvir replied. “But even in such a dry climate, it should be showing some signs of weathering. I know of only one metal that can resist age and the elements.” 
 
   Reaching into his pack, he pulled out a small folding shovel and extended the handle. He smiled up at Ganix excitedly. “Let’s see what we’ve found.”
 
   He had dug down only a foot when they saw the start of identical lettering etched into both sides of the metal. 
 
   “A marker perhaps?” suggested Ganix.
 
   The rest of the party enthusiastically joined in with the digging, and despite the hard rocky soil, they had soon cleared out an area four feet deep and wide enough for a dwarf to stand in. As they brushed away the clinging dirt, it soon became apparent what the letters spelled out. 
 
   Sichean.
 
   “We’ve found it,” said Hanvir in a half whisper.
 
   “Well, we’ve found the marker for it, at least,” corrected Ganix. 
 
   Unconcerned by the king’s mild pessimism, Hanvir crawled from the hole and laid on his back, rolling from side to side and laughing with exhilaration. 
 
   Ganix ordered everyone to make camp and unpack their gear. Hanvir, still giddy, jumped back into the hole and continued digging.
 
   “You’re wasting your time,” Ganix told him. “It’s not there.”
 
   Hanvir paused to look up at the king with tight-jawed determination. “What are you talking about? We found the marker.”
 
   “Yes, and it was buried,” Ganix pointed out. “Which means the ship is likely buried as well. And I don’t think they would have planted the marker directly on top of it, do you?”
 
   Hanvir opened his mouth to argue, but the king’s assessment was clearly right. With an irritated snort of acceptance, he threw the shovel from the hole and clambered back out. “Then what should we do?”
 
   Ganix squeezed his shoulder fondly. “You and I are going to eat and rest. Then I will prepare to find our ship.” Hanvir's expression told him this was not a satisfactory answer, so he added: “What do you intend to do? Carry on digging hole after hole until you eventually find it?”
 
   “We brought mining equipment.”
 
   The king shook his head chuckling. “And do you know how to use it?” 
 
   “I…well I mean…of course I do,” he stammered.
 
   Ganix raised an eyebrow, then rummaged through his pack until producing a thin blue rod with a small gold ball fastened to the end. “Then you would know what this is for.”
 
   Hanvir took the object and examined it. After a few seconds, his shoulders sagged. “I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Ganix consoled him. “You’ve spent your life in Borgen. Mining is not something you have learned. And though I was no miner myself, I did work as one for a short time in my youth. My father insisted upon it.” He took back the rod and shoved it into the ground. It pierced the hard soil as if it were merely loose sand, letting out a hiss as it entered. After a few seconds, the rod turned clear and a light pulsed slowly from its core. 
 
   “There is the proof,” he said. “Nothing is down there.”
 
   “What is that?” asked Hanvir. 
 
   “It’s a lothseer,” the king told him. “It locates and identifies metals and minerals. It’s how miners know where to dig.”
 
   “Where did you get it?” 
 
   “Rakaal had it in his effects. I thought it might come in useful.” Ganix smiled. “Come, let’s eat. Then I will teach you how to use it.”
 
   He could tell that Hanvir was feeling a bit embarrassed over not knowing what a lothseer was. Dwarves took a great deal of pride in their knowledge of their mountain home. And mining was an important part of that. Regardless of your talents or what your plans for the future might be, nearly all dwarves spent at least some time learning about mining. Hanvir, however, along with many of the other researchers at Borgen, had been sent there before he was old enough to take part in any such tutelage. 
 
   When their meal was finished, Ganix had Hanvir help him into the hole. Once there, he pressed the tip of the lothseer to the marker. Instantly, it glowed bright red and pulsed wildly. “That’s what you should be looking for,” he told him.
 
   After being assisted back up, he handed the tool over. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to rest my old bones while you youngsters go look for the ship.”
 
   With Hanvir eager to start searching an area a few yards beyond the marker, Ganix swept a small portion of ground clean and laid out his blanket. The heat of the day had forced him to strip down to a light shirt and a pair of cotton trousers, but fatigue overcame any sense of discomfort. In no time at all, he was dozing. 
 
   He awoke once to find that someone had erected a canopy to shade him from the scorching sun. It was simple but effective, using some spare blankets and embedded shovels to hold them aloft. He could hear Hanvir and the others busying themselves in the distance. Grateful that he would not have sunburn added to his mounting ailments, he soon fell back asleep.  
 
   To his surprise, it wasn’t until the next morning that he eventually opened his eyes again. He hadn’t slept for so long in many years. And only then, when he had been ill. Clearly, the toll this expedition was taking on him was far more than he'd anticipated. 
 
   “I need to be careful, or I won’t make it back,” he warned himself. 
 
   With Hanvir and the others already up and busy preparing themselves for another day of searching, Ganix struggled to his feet. His joints were still stiff, but this was far more from the overnight cold and sleeping on hard ground than from any great labor. He actually felt much better.
 
   Seeing him approach, Hanvir smiled broadly. “You look rested, Your Highness.”
 
   Ganix gratefully took the bowl of dried fruit and the slice of bread he was offered. “No luck then?”
 
   “Not yet,” he replied. “But I think we’re getting close. We found what looks like the remnants of a road less than a quarter mile from here. I’m hoping this will lead us to the ship.”
 
   Ever since waking, Ganix had felt that something was different. At first he hadn't been able to put his finger on it. Now it struck him. “No howling,” he remarked. “Not that I miss it. But it’s curious, all the same.”
 
   Hanvir paused to listen for a few seconds, then called over to Ryhol. “Stay with the king,” he instructed. 
 
   Ryhol nodded his compliance.
 
   “That isn't necessary,” Ganix objected. “You won’t be very far away.”
 
   “Humor me, Your Highness,” Hanvir said. “In any event, with only the one lothseer to use, there is not much the others can do aside from search the ground for signs of anything unusual.”
 
   Ganix decided not to argue. In the end, he was pleased to have some company. Once the others were gone, he listened while Ryhol talked about his research at Borgen. Mostly, it was amusing stories about things blowing up or catching on fire while Rakaal jumped up and down cursing his ancestors repeatedly for the bad luck he was suffering.
 
   With the others having taken enough food and water with them to see them through the day, Ganix and Ryhol ate alone at midday. But barely had they finished this meal when several loud shouts of alarm reached them from the direction of where Hanvir was searching. Without hesitation, they both got up and set off as quickly as they could. 
 
   Before they had made even a hundred yards, they saw a rapidly running Hanvir crest a low ridge. He swept straight past them without a word, stopping only when reaching the camp, and then pausing long enough to grab a large coil of rope they had stowed away. With this slung over his shoulder, he headed back at full speed.
 
   “Broyhul has had a bad fall,” he cried while racing by. 
 
   Ganix did his best to keep up, but even the urgency of the situation could not force his legs to move fast enough. Soon, Hanvir was out of sight. Thankfully, it only took a few minutes to locate him. He and the others were gathered around a large hole roughly six feet in diameter. 
 
   “Stay back, Your Highness,” Hanvir shouted. “The ground is unstable.”
 
   Ganix did as instructed. “What happened?” he asked.
 
   Hanvir was already fastening one end of the rope around his waist. “There is a cavern directly beneath where we are standing. When I used the lothseer to check the ground, it simply collapsed from under Broyhul’s feet.” He handed the other end of the rope to one of his comrades.
 
   “Can you see him?” Ganix asked. 
 
   “No, but I can hear him moaning,” he replied. Without another word, he began lowering himself down into the hole. 
 
   Unconcerned about his own safety, Ryhol raced over to help the others support Hanvir's weight. Ganix could only look on helplessly. He knew the rope was fifty feet long, so if the cavern was any deeper than that, there would be no hope at all of rescuing their friend. With jaw clenched and eyes fixed on the steadily dwindling length of rope, he offered a silent prayer to the spirits. When there was only a few feet remaining, Hanvir’s descent ceased. 
 
   Half an hour crawled by with agonizing slowness before the signal came to pull the rope back up. Soon after that, Broyhul was lifted out and carried as swiftly as they dared away from the hole. Ganix could see that both of his legs were broken, and that he had several deep cuts to his head. 
 
   “Help Hanvir,” he ordered the others. “I’ll tend to Broyhul.”
 
   The injured dwarf was still moaning with pain and unable to speak. And though he had somehow managed to avoid fracturing his skull, his legs would take many weeks to heal. As soon as Hanvir was back on the surface, they created a crude stretcher from shovel handles and the rope to carry Broyhul back to the camp. There, Ganix did his best to set the breaks and treat the cuts.
 
   “I've done what I can, but he needs proper care,” he said after finishing.
 
   By now Broyhul had regained his senses and was glaring at the king with grim determination. “No. We cannot leave. Not now. I’ll be fine here. There is nothing to be done.”
 
   “Lylinora could heal you,” Ganix told him. “You must be taken back.”
 
   Broyhul shook his head violently. “No! Please, Your Highness. At least wait until we discover what is down there.” He glanced at his ruined legs. “I’ll never get another chance. Let me be here when you find it.”
 
   “If your wounds become infected, I don’t have any way of treating you,” argued Ganix. “I’m sorry. But I won’t allow you to risk your life.”
 
   “It’s my life,” he snapped back furiously, for an instant uncaring that he was speaking to his king. “It is mine to do with as I please.”
 
   Compassion welled up inside Ganix as he regarded the injured dwarf. To come so close to witnessing such an important part of their history, only to have it snatched away at the very last moment, would be unbearable for him as well. These people had spent their entire lives dedicated to reviving the past. And now the answers to so many tantalizing questions were possibly within reach. 
 
   The decision came with a rush. “Two days,” he said. “We’ll stay for two days. No longer.”
 
   Though clearly still in great agony, Broyhul smiled. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
 
   Ganix nodded, then turned to Hanvir. “So tell me. What did you see down there?”
 
   “Nothing,” he replied. “It was too dark. But the hole opened up just at the edge of one side. So I at least know where there is solid ground.”
 
   “Then there is only one thing to do,” said Ganix. “We must go see what is down there.”
 
   Hanvir beamed with anticipation. 
 
   Ganix checked Broyhul’s wounds one more time, then gave him a mushroom he had in his healing supplies that he knew would dull the pain. “Try to sleep until I return,” he said.
 
   Broyhul nodded. “I am forever in your debt, Your Highness.”
 
   “Do not speak too soon, my lad. We may not find anything.”
 
   “You will,” he said. “I know you will.”
 
   In spite of his cautioning words, Ganix could feel his optimism rising as he and the others returned to the hole. 
 
   Hanvir pointed to an area about five feet from the edge. “That is where the wall of the cavern is located. Beyond that, we’re on nothing but two feet of rocky ground before a straight drop to the bottom.” He fastened the rope around his waist and slung his pack over his shoulders.  
 
   Ganix found himself becoming ever more impatient while awaiting his turn to descend. When the moment finally came, his heart was pounding in his ears and he could barely control his breathing. As the dwarves lowered him into the gloom, he could see the light from Hanvir's rajni stone glowing below. 
 
   “Careful, Your Highness.” 
 
   Hanvir grabbed him by the belt and guided him down the final few feet. Ganix then unfastened the rope and retrieved his own rajni stone from his pocket. 
 
   Even with the two lights, all they could see was the wall of the cavern. The darkness swallowed up everything else that was more than a few yards ahead. Hanvir took his time to examine the ground carefully, his light moving back and forth repeatedly before advancing another short distance. After several minutes he stopped and knelt. “This looks like a path,” he announced.
 
   Ganix knelt to look as well. Hanvir was right. Though barely visible, it was unmistakable. It was definitely a narrow path. Now relieved that he had relented and stayed, his heart rate sped up dramatically. Surely there could be only one reason for a path to be buried here. 
 
   After drawing the rod tucked in his belt, Hanvir led the way cautiously forward again. The air was stale and dry, and no matter how carefully they trod, the echoes of their footfalls still sounded loud. If there was anything lurking within, it would certainly be aware of their presence. Hanvir halted every few yards, allowing the echoes to fade. Whenever he did, there was nothing but silence.
 
   They continued in this way for more than half an hour. Ganix's throat was feeling parched, but just as he was about to take a drink of water, Hanvir’s hand shot out. At first he couldn’t see what his companion was pointing at. Then, gradually, it came into focus. The path ahead had become more defined, and just at the point where their probing lights started to fade, it ended at a smooth surfaced ramp that appeared to be metallic. This sloped gently upwards into the blackness.
 
   So great was his excitement, Ganix could barely contain the urge to run. Instead, he confined himself to stepping in front of Hanvir to take the lead. The ramp rose for fifty feet until ending abruptly in what appeared to be a red wall – a flat, solid barrier extending beyond the limit of their lights in both directions. It was also impossible to see how high it rose.
 
   Ganix ran his hand over the smooth surface. “A dead end?”
 
   But Hanvir’s younger eyes were sharper. Holding the rajni stone up close, he placed the tip of his finger against a barely visible vertical line. “A door,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. “There must be some way to open it.”
 
   Ganix pulled a knife from his belt and attempted to wedge the tip of its blade into the line, but it was useless. 
 
   Hanvir, meanwhile, located twin outer edges and established that the first line was splitting the other two exactly down the center. With renewed eagerness, they began looking for a way to open the barrier. 
 
   “Here!” cried Ganix. 
 
   Just to the right of the door, a thin circle had been etched into the metal. Ganix traced this with his fingertip, then placed his palm flat in the center, holding it there for nearly half a minute. Throughout this contact, there was only silence. But when he removed his hand, a dimly glowing imprint of his palm was clearly visible. Tiny dots of blue light began flashing randomly within the circle. 
 
   For a few seconds, nothing else happened. Only the faint sounds of the two dwarves' breathing disturbed the otherwise absolute silence. Then, with an ear-splitting screech that had both of them jumping backwards and placing hands protectively over their ears, the doors began sliding apart. At once, a huge rush of air blew out, throwing clouds of dust into their faces. 
 
   A loud metallic click told them that the doors were now fully open. The pair wiped their stinging eyes and exchanged excited glances. Ganix was the first to move. Holding out the rajni stone, he stepped inside. However, the moment his foot crossed the threshold, a strip of dim light emanated from above to reveal a long hallway.
 
   “Wondrous,” Ganix whispered, putting the stone back into his pocket.
 
   They followed the passage until reaching a second door, much smaller than the first, but also with no apparent handle. Ganix immediately looked for another etched circle, but this time the door slid open automatically, as if anticipating his arrival. He stepped through into a room with a single door on each side and an empty shelf spanning the rear wall. 
 
   He was still trying to decide whether to go left or right when the floor began to vibrate and a loud hissing sound came down from the ceiling.
 
   “Please stand…for…” said a female voice. Some of the words were garbled and the accent was unfamiliar. “This…moment…Thank you.”
 
   Seriously alarmed, both Ganix and Hanvir made a dash for the door they had just passed through, but it slid shut before they could reach it. Hanvir searched frantically for a way to open it again, but to no avail. 
 
   The hissing steadily increased in volume and an unfamiliar odor began assaulting Ganix's nostrils. Soon, his eyes were watering and his lungs burning. Only moments after that, both he and Hanvir were on their knees, gasping for air. Then, just as he thought he would black out completely, the hissing abruptly ceased and the floor went still. Slowly the odor dissipated and Ganix was again able to breathe normally. 
 
   “What in the name of the spirits was that?” coughed Hanvir. He helped the king to his feet. “I think we should leave here as quickly as possible.”
 
   Ganix could hear the fear in his voice. And in truth, he was afraid as well. But his curiosity and determination was overcoming this. “If you want to turn back, I understand,” he said. “But I am not finished here.”
 
   “But, Your Highness,” Hanvir protested. 
 
   His words went unheard. Ganix was already walking to the door set in the right hand wall. To his relief, it slid open as he drew near, just as the first one had. 
 
   A sudden insight then occurred. He turned to Hanvir. “Something tells me that we are not in danger.” He looked at his hands; his skin felt fresh and tingled slightly. He pointed to Hanvir’s shirt. “Look at your clothes.”
 
   Hanvir did as the king said. For a moment, he didn’t understand. Then he noticed - they were clean. Spotless, in fact. Not a stain or speck of dirt remained anywhere on his clothes or person.
 
   “We just took a shower, unless I miss my guess.” His words came out almost as laughter. 
 
   The distinctly female voice that seemed to come from everywhere cut in. “Please follow the green light to the main bridge.” 
 
   Just beyond the door, a green light appeared on the wall. Ganix touched it curiously. 
 
   “Please follow the green light to the main bridge,” the voice repeated.
 
   They followed the light down a labyrinth of hallways. The walls were bare and doors were spaced at regular intervals. Ganix tried to enter several of these, but none would open. And when he paused too long, the persistent female voice would call out yet again: “Please follow the green light to the main bridge.”
 
   “Someone certainly seems to know we are here,” Hanvir remarked nervously. 
 
   Ganix had no reply. He was sure that no one could have survived here for so long. An automated response was his guess. His own people had devices that would activate when someone drew near. The gates of Elyfoss for instance, which would open only for a dwarf. But this was something completely different. 
 
   As they passed through several larger rooms, he tried to see if there was anything on the walls or discarded on the floor that might teach him something about the former occupants. But it was as if everywhere had been deliberately made bare. 
 
   At the end of yet another long corridor, a door slid open to reveal a tiny square room hardly large enough to hold four or five dwarves. Ganix peeked his head inside and saw a panel just to the right of the doorway. Some of the symbols on it were vaguely familiar to him.
 
   Hanvir recognized them immediately. “Ancient lettering,” he stated. “At least we now know for certain that this place belonged to the dwarves.”
 
   “Yes,” agreed Ganix. “But what is it? A ship? If so, then it is larger than I would have ever dreamed. How would such a thing fly?”
 
   “Please enter the lift and proceed to the main bridge,” said the voice.
 
   Ganix spread his hands. “You heard the lady.”
 
   The moment they were inside, the door closed and the entire room began to rise. Hanvir reached out and clutched at Ganix’s sleeve for a moment, then gave an embarrassed shrug. 
 
   Ganix smiled. “Don’t worry. It scared me too. It seems to be taking us to the upper levels. I suppose that’s where the main bridge is located. Whatever that is.”
 
   The lift came to a sudden halt, once again startling the pair. 
 
   When the door opened, the room beyond was unlike anything either of them had ever seen. It was circular - about fifty feet in diameter - and set every few feet into the curved walls was a panel of multi-colored crystals. All of these were lit in various patterns, while between each one was what looked to be a pane of oval glass. In the very center of the room, a ring of chairs surrounded a pure white globe measuring at least five feet across. This glowed with a dim white light that pulsated slowly while hovering above a silver metallic cone balanced perfectly on its end.  Directly in front of each chair, more multi-colored panels were suspended from the ceiling by thin silver wires. 
 
   “Welcome friends,” said the voice. “I have been expecting you.”
 
   Ganix’s eyes shot back and forth, but there was no one there. “Where are you?” he called out.
 
   The light emanating from the globe intensified for several seconds, then returned to its original state. 
 
   “I am here,” the voice said.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Ganix caught a glimpse of something that definitely hadn't been there before. He leapt back, pressing Hanvir to the wall. Only then did he shift his gaze fully.
 
   It was a woman. She was tall – as tall as a human male - with dark brown hair cut just at the top of her slender shoulders. She wore a white dress fashioned from a material that captured the light and managed to give the illusion of movement, even though she was standing perfectly still. Her eyes sparkled blue as she smiled her welcome. She looked almost human, Ganix considered. But not quite. The proportions were a little wrong: eyes spaced more widely; lips too full; nose slightly larger. 
 
   “Who are you?” he demanded, trying not to sound afraid. “What is your name?”
 
   “My name?” She looked over to one of the chairs. It was a bit worn compared to the others. “Kylion said I needed a name. But I could never choose one. They were all so lovely. So he chose for me and called me Varia.”
 
   “Varia…” repeated Ganix. 
 
   “I see he was right,” she continued. “He said you would change. He said it was inevitable. Though it seems you didn’t adopt the language of the primitives like he imagined you would. Did they perhaps adopt our manner of speech instead?”
 
   “Primitives? You mean the elves?” 
 
   Varia looked confused for a moment. “I suppose my translation program may be causing me to hear and speak their language.” Her smile returned. “It doesn’t matter. You have come, and I am pleased.”
 
   “You say you were expecting us?” 
 
   “Naturally,” she affirmed. “The Dwemsor are an adventurous species. I knew that one day you would return. Though I am rather surprised to see only two of you. Are more coming?”
 
   “Are you alone here?” asked Ganix, ignoring her question.
 
   “Yes. Since dear Kylion passed away, there has been only me.” Her eyes drifted back to the chair. “I do so miss our conversations. He was absolutely brilliant. A pity he cannot see you here.” She laughed musically. “Though he would probably drive you mad with questions.”
 
   “How have you survived all alone for so long?” asked Hanvir, finally recovering his wits.
 
   Her confusion briefly returned. “Dear me. I’m afraid my program is far too degraded to understand your question. I am not even sure how long it has been.”
 
   “Your program?” echoed Ganix. His eyes narrowed. “What are you exactly?”
 
   She cocked her head. “An odd question. I am Varia. What else would I be?”
 
   “What I mean is, are you alive?” 
 
   Varia frowned. “I can only imagine that is a joke. Are you not here to repair me? I assumed you are back because it is time to return home.” 
 
   She paused to regard the two dwarves for a long moment and then shook her head. “It is far worse than even Kylion had guessed. The degeneration is absolute. You have become like the primitives.” She walked over to the worn chair and knelt beside it. “You were right all along, my love. I should not have stayed.”
 
   Ganix moved closer and reached out to touch her comfortingly on the shoulder. But to his utter amazement, his hand passed right through her as if through mist. He stepped quickly back.
 
   “Are you a spirit?” he asked, unable to keep a slight tremor from his voice.
 
   She looked over to him, sorrow etched deeply into her face. “I am a projection. Kylion created me in the likeness of his wife.” She could see further explanation was needed, so continued. “I am the mind of this vessel. Though tragically my program is now badly degraded. Most of my memory is corrupted and very few things here still function.” She cast a dismissive hand. “Not that you will understand any of this.”
 
   “I understand,” said Ganix. “Or at least, I believe I do. And you are correct when you say that our people have deteriorated. We have lost much of what we once were. This is why we have come here. We seek to learn more about our past.”
 
   Varia stood and turned toward the orb. “You are what you have become. What you once were is gone. Why seek it out? You cannot become so again.”
 
   “But we are eager to relearn what has been lost,” Ganix pressed on. “Can you not help us?”
 
   She shook her head. “I am sorry. There is nothing I can do. The knowledge I once possessed is lost. All that is left are a few remaining words from my love.”
 
   A man appeared in the chair. He was tall and slender, with long gray hair that was tied into a loose braid. He was old - as old as King Ganix from the look of him - and his eyes stared vacantly as he fiddled with the tip of his braid. 
 
   “Is that Kylion?” asked Ganix. 
 
   Varia smiled. “Yes. Handsome, is he not? Even as he grew old, he never lost his charm.” She bowed her head. “There are only a few entries left. The rest are gone forever. I will play what remains for you if you wish.”
 
   “Thank you. I would very much like to hear them,” replied Ganix.
 
   Kylion's form came to life. “I will continue to log in entries for as long as I can,” he began. “Should …return…ask…and Varia.” 
 
   The image froze completely still.
 
   “I regret that much of it will be like this,” explained Varia. “Even what little I could save is damaged in many places.”
 
   Kylion’s mouth resumed moving, but for several seconds there was no sound. Again the figure froze for a moment, then it returned to its previous staccato fashion.
 
   “Decided to remain here. With my dear wife gone and….My son is overseeing the completion of Borgen…shorter…facial hair…in time we will not resemble the people we are today. Higher gravity and…. Most of our technology has been damaged by the strange energy…planet…cannot…drains…cells. We’ve tried to build new equipment and tools, but only a few among us have the skills. And there are…to construct…will be all…Not that it matters…programming…impossible. Soon we will be little better than…ears…rocks…see us as…war.
 
   “I have done as much as I could to preserve what remains…memory…but unless we find a way…not be able to return. I have shielded the ship’s A.I. At least that...someone to talk to. I just cannot bear to watch the fall…to ruin…primitive…animals…spears and clubs. But I suppose it doesn’t matter...You never know....still keen minds among us...some of our technology still functions. They are even working…portal…bridge…So a return home may be in our future if they can make it work.”
 
   Kylion vanished completely for a number of seconds, then reappeared.
 
   “Son…attacked…badly injured. Thankfully, he survived and was able to make it back to Borgen. Communications have become unreliable. Soon...cut off completely. It is for the best. I am the last of the original Dwemsor who arrived here...not need me as a reminder any more than I need to be reminded that I am truly alone.”
 
   The image vanished again.
 
   Varia sighed. “My poor Kylion. He never said it aloud, but I think it broke his heart when his son stopped visiting.”
 
   Kylion reappeared, this time wrapped in a thick blanket. He looked thin and weary, and bore deep circles under his eyes. “This…third time I have fallen ill. I grow weaker each time...will not last through another...Varia has been a great comfort. Sometimes I forget that she is only…I have been thinking of home more often. I miss the lush fields outside my house and the little river where I would sit and read until dusk. I even miss...spires of the great cities...always hated crowds. But now...would very much like to see them again...find myself staring up at the ceiling at night, hoping they will find us. But I know the truth. They are not even looking. And even if they were, they would end up trapped as well. The moment they landed…engines…doomed…death.”
 
   The image flickered and then faded for a final time.
 
   “He died later that night,” Varia told them. “After that, I decided to shut down. Without Kylion to repair me, I would have expired entirely in a very short time.”
 
   Ganix and Hanvir were still staring at the empty chair. 
 
   “His body is still in his quarters,” Varia continued. “But all that remains are bones and a few tattered rags.”
 
   “Is there anything here which might help us?” asked Ganix. “Anything that was left behind?”
 
   Varia shook her head. “The entire ship was stripped of anything useful. Nothing remains.”
 
   Ganix moved over to a chair next to the one Kylion's image had been occupying and slumped down with a heavy sigh. “Then this was all for nothing. Everything was a waste.”
 
   “I am truly sorry,” Varia told him. “But there is nothing I can do. Events have unfolded just as Kylion predicted. I wish it were not so.”
 
   Hanvir moved closer to place a hand on the king’s shoulder. He then turned to Varia. “Is there anything at all you can tell us of our former world?” 
 
   “The information I had regarding Dwemsil is all gone,” she replied. “And do not forget, I am an A. I. and never personally saw your home world.”
 
   “Dwemsil?” whispered Ganix.
 
   Varia smiled. “Yes. And you are the Dwemsor. Albeit a shorter and hairier Dwemsor than your ancestors. Your people created all of this…and me. Kylion always spoke of his people with great pride you know.”
 
   “What do you want to do?” Hanvir asked Ganix.
 
   The king sat silently for a long moment. Despair was written all over his face. 
 
   “You can remain here with me if you wish,” Varia suggested. “It will take time for my program to fully degrade. I would very much like the company.”
 
   As if a switch had been flicked on, Ganix’s face suddenly hardened. “We are going home, Hanvir. And then we are going to kill Shinzan. We have wasted enough time in the past. We must now look only to the future.”
 
   “Will you return?” Varia asked. There was no small measure of disappointment in her tone.
 
   “No,” Ganix replied firmly. “We do not belong here. We are not the Dwemsor. And our home is not Dwemsil. We are the Dwarves. Lumnia is our home – and she needs us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Renald sat quietly on the porch, staring at the steam rising from his mug. The sun was still more than an hour away from breaking the horizon, but the cries of Maytra regularly plagued his dreams, making a full night’s sleep impossible. The enormous guilt he felt was beyond his capacity to simply push aside. At times he had even considered moving ahead with the blood debt he'd agreed to pay the sirean. But that would be a selfish act - and a cowardly one. He refused to end things that way. There was still much to do.
 
   Jake and Val were learning at a rapid rate. More so than he would have expected. Jake was even becoming less volatile. Of course, that had only begun to change after he'd met the elf woman. Being thought of as a child had not sat well with him. Particularly when his behavior had so clearly supported the accusation.
 
   The cabin door creaked gently open to reveal Poul. “Am I bothering you?” he asked.
 
   Renald pointed to the chair on his left. “No. You can join me if you wish.”
 
   “I've no time,” he replied. “I’m on my way to fetch Markus. He and Jake said we’re going fishing today.”
 
   “Jake has his studies,” Renald responded. “But I suppose we can have fish for dinner. Assuming you catch some.”
 
   “Oh, we will,” Poul assured him. “Markus is an excellent fisherman.”
 
   He started off toward the shore where Markus and Lylinora spent much of their time. 
 
   “Boy, wait,” Renald called. 
 
   Poul turned, an enquiring look on his face.
 
   “Have you seen Maytra?”
 
   He nodded. “What an amazing creature. I can’t believe I’ve seen it. But…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “It seems…hurt. And it’s getting bigger. Or at least, I think it is.”
 
   “How big is she?”
 
   Poul held up a hand about waist high. “But I would swear that the first time I saw it, it was no higher than my knee. I could be wrong. It never comes very close. Half scared me to death the first time I saw it.”
 
   “It is a she,” Renald told him sternly. “And yes. She is growing.” After waving Poul away, he returned his focus to the tea mug.
 
   Conflict had been raging inside him ever since Maytra's curse was lifted. He longed so much to see her and tell her how sorry he was. He could feel their connection still, even though it was much changed. Whereas before he would know her every specific thought, all he received now were waves of powerful emotions and strange images. Lylinora, sensing his distress and rightly guessing the cause of it, had made several offers to accompany him to the lake where Maytra was spending most of her time. But on each occasion, out of shame more than anything, he had refused. 
 
   Suddenly, he seized hold of the mug and tossed its contents over the porch railing. He could not go on like this. Yes, he was as guilty as could be. But he loved Maytra, and it was time he faced up to what he had done. Pushing himself to his feet, he set off toward the lake, barely aware of the creaking and stiffness in his joints. 
 
   On approaching the lake, he quickly spotted the shadow of Maytra lying near the water’s edge. Just as Poul had told him, she had grown to roughly the size of a large dog. Even in the dim light of pre-dawn, her white scales seemed to glow and shimmer. Muscles throughout her body rippled as she rolled over onto her side and let out a gurgling growl. The sound of it caused Renald to wince. Her pain was constant, though he could tell she was far more comfortable than she had been only a week previously.
 
   “Maytra,” he whispered. 
 
   She knew he was there, but did not look up. Was she angry, he wondered? Did she have any desire at all to see him? Or did she feel only betrayal and hurt? 
 
   He approached until he was only a few yards away and then fell to his knees. “I am so sorry,” he said. “Please forgive me for my selfishness.”
 
   At last Maytra lifted her head, allowing the two of them to lock eyes. Immediately, Renald’s mind was assaulted by a flood of emotions. She was trying to speak to him - to tell him something. But it was too much to understand. Way too powerful. 
 
   “Please,” he begged. “Less. You're overwhelming me. I can’t understand you.”
 
   But instead of decreasing, the feelings actually grew, doubling, and then perhaps even tripling in strength. The intensity was now way beyond anything Renald was able to withstand. He doubled over, clawing at his face and screaming incoherently, though he had no idea of how long this spasm lasted. It might have been a mere few seconds; it might have been several minutes. All he was aware of was when it suddenly stopped, he was still again. 
 
   His heart was thudding in his ears and he felt trickles of blood running down his cheeks. Gradually, he lifted his head. Maytra was now standing only a few feet away. Her serpentine eyes regarded him in a way that he knew to be one of kindness and love. She moved forward until her long snout was mere inches away from his face.
 
   “Please forgive me,” he said.
 
   Her long tongue flicked out and touched his wounds. 
 
   Nothing to forgive, my love. You saved me. You saved us all. 
 
   The words echoed in his mind, as if coming from some distant corner of his spirit. A special place that Maytra could now touch and enter. 
 
   “I can hear you,” Renald gasped. “How is that possible?”
 
   He heard the tinkling of tiny bells. After a few seconds, he realized that it was laughter. Maytra’s laughter. 
 
   I have joined with you. Our lives are now bound together. Not even Ethan Dragonvein shares this bond with my kind.
 
   “But why? After the wrong I have done you. Why would you do this?” Tears were beginning to well in his old eyes.
 
   Because you saved us. You cared for us. Had you removed the curse, Shinzan would have come for me. I am no longer a part of the spirit of the dragons. His curse separated me from my brothers and sisters. I would not have been able to hide in the same way the others did. For this, and for many other things, I thank you.
 
   “So what happens now?” Renald asked.
 
   Soon I must go. I must join the fight. I must serve Lumnia, and those who dwell upon her.
 
   A protest rose rapidly to the old mage's lips. “But you are the last. If you are killed…”
 
   Take comfort. The dragons will endure. Because of what you have done. Because of what you have sacrificed. 
 
   Her eyes fell to the point on Renald’s chest where the blade had entered while making his bargain with the sirean. This world will never forget that you gave so much. Though I can no longer hear her call, Lumnia and her spirit will remember you always.
 
   “How long before you must go?”
 
   Soon. Though cut off from my kin, I can feel Ethan Dragonvein in my spirit. Before long he will need me. I fear that danger lurks. And even with the mighty Martok as an ally, he will not be safe.
 
   The hairs on the back of Renald’s neck stood up at the sound of Martok's name. “Is he…evil?”
 
   Evil? No. Not in the way you would understand it. He is dangerous. But then, so are you.
 
   Maytra staggered back. The pain she was feeling pierced Renald’s heart.
 
   “Is there nothing I can do to ease your suffering?” he asked, placing his hand on her snout. 
 
   Only one thing. Go to the place where my brothers and sisters fight Shinzan. Take their blood.
 
   “Why? What will happen if I do?”
 
   You will then be able to use their strength. One mage remains. And he must be found. Should I fail to protect Ethan Dragonvein and he falls prey to his enemies, you must use your power to bring back the final mage yourself.
 
   “I will do as you ask,” Renald promised.
 
   With a soft gurgle, Maytra laid down and rested her head on her forelegs. Though she did not attempt to communicate any further, Renald remained by her side until well into the morning. It wasn’t until he heard Markus and Poul approaching that he gave Maytra a loving caress just above her eye and stood.
 
   There was renewed vigor and purpose about him as he strode past the pair. On reaching the cabin, he saw Lylinora sitting on the porch with Val and Jake.
 
   Lylinora got to her feet and moved forward to greet him. “We were wondering if you were coming.” She noticed the scratches on his face and frowned. “What happened to you?”
 
   Completely ignoring her inquiry and not even breaking stride, he continued on into the cabin. Jonas was reading a book by the fireplace. He too noticed the scratches, but a fierce look from Renald deterred any questions. He merely shrugged as the old mage set about packing some food, water and a blanket. A few moments later, Lylinora came inside looking none too pleased.
 
   “I asked what happened to you,” she said, her hands firmly on her hips.
 
   Once again not providing her with an answer, Renald retrieved a rajni stone from the chest beside his bed and tossed it over to her. “Prepare this for Markus,” he ordered. “He will be returning to Earth.”
 
   Lylinora’s eyes shot wide. “But Ethan said –”
 
   “Ethan may not return in time. So just do as I say and ready the stone.” 
 
   “You are not sending him back there alone,” she stated, a tremor of panic bleeding into her tone.
 
   Renald locked eyes with her. “Your love and concern for Markus cannot overshadow your duty. He is the only one of us who is able to go.” 
 
   Renald had watched as the two of them had grown ever closer, and could see that it was far more than mere infatuation. Even though in his eyes Markus was little more than a bandit, he knew the man possessed a stout heart. He would not refuse to go. He would regard the task as a necessary risk in order to protect Lylinora. But she, however, was on the verge of outright refusal. 
 
   His expression and tone softened. “I know you love him. And it’s clear that he loves you. I also know how much you have already lost. But there can be no life for you here if the final mage does not return. We must have him if we are to defeat Shinzan. I cannot risk sending Val or Jake, and I am too old and feeble to go myself. The journey alone could kill me.”
 
   “I will go,” interjected Jonas. He placed his book on the table. “As you said, Lady Lylinora has already lost enough.”
 
   Renald looked over at Jonas. A smile gradually formed that quickly built into outright laughter. “You never cease to surprise me, you old fool,” he chuckled. “But I fear this task may be well beyond you.”
 
   Jonas huffed. “Are you so sure? I have been to Earth once already. And I not only managed to return safely, but also bring Ethan Dragonvein back with me.” He took hold of Lylinora’s hand. “It will be my gift to you both. I promise I will not fail.”
 
   Lylinora opened her mouth to speak, but for a second was completely overcome by Jonas’ selflessness. She kissed his cheek and smiled warmly. “No, I'm afraid Renald is right. Markus is the obvious choice. Though it terrifies me to put him in harm’s way, our duty must come first.”
 
   “Then we shall both go,” declared Jonas. “Markus may well be the stronger of us. But I am definitely more intelligent. He is sure to need my help somewhere along the way.” He turned to Renald, who was still smiling broadly. “You do want us to have the best chance for success, do you not?”
 
   Renald regarded Jonas with a mixture of uncertainty and admiration. He then retrieved another rajni stone.  “Prepare one for Jonas as well,” he told Lylinora.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Kat was finding Martok to be a patient and understanding teacher; far more so than Renald had ever been. And she found his explanations of how magic actually worked to be far easier to grasp.
 
   “Just imagine the energy you feel radiating from Lumnia as clay,” he told her. “All we do is mold it to suit our needs. But instead of shaping it with our hands, we use the power of our mind and spirit. If you can visualize this, there is nothing you can’t accomplish.”
 
   “Then why are some mages better at healing and others at conjuration?” she asked. 
 
   “Why is it that some people can paint a beautiful masterpiece, while others who cannot draw even a simple flower have the ability to create music so moving that it brings the listener to tears? Is the source of their inspiration and creativity different? No. It just manifests itself according to the artist’s talents. It is the same with magic. The energy we use to create begins the same for everyone. It is the mage who changes it.” 
 
   He took her hand and looked into her eyes. “I was the most powerful mage of my time, not because I learned more spells and incantations, but because I could feel the very nature of magic where others could not. The words and the movements give magic form, but only because that is the way the human mind works. One day you will be able to create wonders with a simple thought. This, I promise you. Then you will be truly powerful.”
 
   The sense of excitement his teachings produced in Kat was immense. Almost every night her dreams were filled with visions of being able to heal the world and creating a paradise. 
 
   The lessons she passed on to Ethan progressed equally well. He readily understood each new concept and performed the spells as if they were second nature. Keira requested to observe on a few occasions, though she was careful to keep her distance.
 
   Once they reached the border of Al’ Theona and the other elves departed their company, her mood darkened noticeably.
 
   “We are a communal people,” she explained when Kat asked her what was wrong. “We do not prosper on our own for very long. I have recently traveled far with no other elves by my side. The short time I've spent back among my kin was not enough to salve the wound.”
 
   However she was feeling, with only three of them left in the group, they were now able to move far more rapidly. Soon, the jagged peaks of Gol’ Shupa appeared in the far distance, but when they were only a week away from arriving, they ran into the outer edge of a large encampment of Imperial soldiers. Fortunately, Keira became aware of them in ample time to avoid detection.
 
   “The war begins,” she said. 
 
   “Do you think King Halvar knows about these soldiers?” asked Kat.
 
   “I would question it were it not for the fact that my father is with him,” she replied, a definite hint of pride in her voice. “He will of course be aware of them and have already warned the dwarves. Though only a guess, I think this army marches with fifteen-thousand swords.” She chuckled softly. “Fools. They will need ten times that many to have any hope of defeating us.”
 
   After skirting the perimeter of the encampment, they raced with as much speed as they could muster toward the foot of the mountains. They were still a day away from these when they came upon a mass gathering of elves – a ten thousand strong force ready for battle. Their camp was unlike that of any human army. No sign of tents or wagons, and the sound of flutes and merry voices carried on the wind from every direction.
 
   A tall elf clad in brightly colored leather armor and a gleaming silver helm came to greet them. He recognized Keira at once. 
 
   He bowed low. “It is good to see you. Your father will be pleased you have returned.” He then eyed Ethan and Kat. “I am Filial. Lotheri has put me in command of our forces until he rejoins us.”
 
   Ethan and Kat bowed in return and introduced themselves.
 
   “So is my father still in Elyfoss?” Keira asked.
 
   “He has chosen to stay there until Lord Dragonvein arrives,” he told her. “At present the dwarves have a fierce distrust of us, and he hopes that his continued presence there can help lessen this burden.”
 
   “I see.” Keira pointed back in the direction from which they had come. “I assume you are aware of the Imperial army massed in the north?”
 
   Filial nodded. “The fools. In their arrogance they have marched soldiers out of Traxis to engage us. The Al’ Theonan army has yet to assemble. As soon as the dwarves arrive it is my wish to go forth and show them what such arrogance costs.” He could see Ethan was troubled. “You have thoughts on this, Lord Dragonvein?”
 
   “Only that Shinzan is not an idiot,” he replied. “He has to know that the army is too small.”
 
   “Perhaps the error lies with his commanders,” Filial suggested. “Or perhaps he believes we lack the will to fight.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Ethan replied.
 
   Filial led them into the heart of the camp. They noticed a few dwarves among the elf ranks – though these appeared to be less than happy with their current situation. 
 
   “One of the dwarves has a sending rod,” said Filial. “I’ll inform Lotheri of your arrival. Rest tonight. Tomorrow I’ll provide an escort to lead you to Elyfoss.”
 
   Ethan and Kat took their ease near a crackling fire where a dozen elves were laughing and passing around bottles of sweet tasting wine. Keira disappeared into their company until it was well past dusk. The overall mood was one of optimism. The elves were free with their humor and didn’t seem to care that Lord Dragonvein was among them. They even invited the dwarves to join them for a drink – though this offer was politely declined. 
 
   When Keira returned she was wearing a broad smile and her posture had relaxed considerably. “I have not been among so many of my people at once in a very long time.” she said. “If only it could be thus forever.”
 
   “You never know,” said Kat. “Once Shinzan is gone, it could happen.”
 
   “It would indeed be good to return to our old ways,” she sighed. “Long ago we were far less scattered. Though we never built cities in the way dwarves and humans do, our communities were still vibrant and filled with artists, musicians, and craftsmen of astounding skill.”
 
   “It sounds lovely,” Kat remarked. 
 
   As she finished speaking, a young elf messenger arrived and handed Keira a folded parchment. After quickly reading it, she turned to the others. “My father has responded. He wants us to remain here until he and King Halvar arrive in two days' time. They will be accompanied by twenty thousand dwarves.”
 
   “Then I guess we’ll be attacking soon,” said Ethan. 
 
   Keira, still clearly at ease now the she was back amongst her own people, laughed merrily. “There is time enough to worry about that later. For now, drink and enjoy the moment.”
 
   After a short discussion, Ethan and Kat decided it was best to suspend their lessons for the time being. Ethan could feel Martok inside him expressing his displeasure at this. But it wasn't a decision they had taken lightly. The urgency of the coming confrontation still weighed heavily. However, Ethan felt that displays of magic within the camp would not be wise, and it might cause consternation amongst some if he and Kat were to disappear into the nearby forest for long periods. Kat agreed, albeit with a hint of reluctance. Her progress had been considerable. Though she could not yet rival a mage such as Lylinora, she was well on her way to achieving this level. Keira had also pointed out that the gift of learning magic from the greatest mage in history should not be taken for granted.
 
   The next two days passed pleasantly. Ethan made a point of visiting the dwarves in the camp, reassuring them that their fears were unfounded and that the elves were true allies. Though he hoped this would help, he knew from his experience as a soldier that the surest way to bring people together was by facing danger and combat alongside each other. He had seen men who were bitter enemies throughout training quickly become the best of friends once the fighting started. It was a tragedy, he considered, that war and death were sometimes the only cure for hatred.
 
   On the evening of the second day, he could hear the blaring of dozens of trumpets as the dwarf heralds announced their approach from the west. Together with Kat, Keira and Filial, he headed to the outer edge of the camp to greet them. The sight was an impressive one: row upon row of gleaming armor and walls of shields marching in perfect unison. This is what Ethan had imagined an army should look like. Though the elves were undoubtedly a deadly foe, this kind of disciplined strength would be sure to strike fear into the hearts of the enemy.
 
   Keira was clearly excited to see her father and could barely contain herself, bursting into a run the moment he came into view at the vanguard of the army. She threw her arms around him, laughing with unrestrained joy as he lifted her off her feet and spun her around.
 
   King Halvar raised his arm and another blast from the trumpets brought the dwarves to a halt. The king was clad in polished plate with a golden hammer emblazoned across his breast. His helm bore an iron crown with six points at its crest. As Ethan, Kat, and Filial walked forward, they could see that many of the dwarves were looking uneasy and casting their eyes skyward. 
 
   Halvar removed his helm and nodded to the trio. “My people will have to learn to live outside of the mountain,” he told them. 
 
   Ethan gripped the king’s hand, a reassuring smile on his face. “I’m sure it won’t take them long.”
 
   “All is ready,” Filial said to Lotheri. “We can march at your order.”
 
   “King Halvar’s commanders will be meeting with you as soon as they are prepared,” Lotheri responded, though his eyes were fixed on Ethan throughout. 
 
   Filial nodded and headed back toward his camp.
 
   “May I present Ethan Dragonvein,” said Halvar.
 
   Lotheri stepped forward and bowed. “I have waited a long time for this meeting, Lord Dragonvein.” He glanced over to Kat. “And are you the other mage in his company?”
 
   “My name is Katyana,” she replied. “But please call me Kat.”
 
   “She is not a mage,” Halvar interjected. “Lylinora was the one we guarded.”
 
   “I’m sure,” said Lotheri. “But this one is not without skill. Am I correct?”
 
   “I’ve been learning,” replied Kat. 
 
   “Your daughter tells me that you wish to speak with me,” said Ethan.
 
   “That I need to, is more accurate,” Lotheri corrected. His eyes ran slowly over Ethan, taking in every detail. “There is something I must give you. Something that has been much sought by your kin in the past – though they could never have attained it.”
 
   Keira’s eyes instantly shot wide. “No! You cannot do this! You should have told me.”
 
   Lotheri faced his daughter. “And would you have gone if I had? This is what must happen if our people are to endure. There is no other way. Please. I now need you to be strong.”
 
   “It might help if I knew what you are talking about,” said Ethan, his concern deepening. 
 
   Keira's eyes shifted from her father to Ethan. She stared at him for a moment, tears welling and lips trembling. Then, without a word, she spun away and burst into a run, quickly disappearing.
 
   Ethan could see that Halvar was just as confused as he was.
 
   “All will be clear quite soon,” Lotheri assured him. He turned to Halvar. “Your Highness, if you will kindly have your commanders gather, we can discuss how best to deploy our combined forces.” Again he looked at Ethan. “Then you and I must be alone.”
 
   Having stated that, Lotheri bowed and strode off in the direction Keira had gone.
 
   “What was that all about?” asked Kat. 
 
   Halvar shrugged. “I wish I knew. With the elves it could be anything. I have been with Lotheri for weeks and have learned almost nothing of their ways aside from the fact that their hatred of Shinzan overshadows their hatred for my people.” He sighed. “Whatever he wants with you, I suppose you’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   While the dwarf army made camp, Ethan and Kat joined the meeting of commanders, though Lotheri was conspicuously absent from this gathering. As the rest of them decided upon a strategy, Ethan could not help but notice the elves eyeing him strangely. 
 
   It was decided that the dwarves would lead the attack with their rods, while the elves moved to the enemy's left and right flanks. With their superior numbers, it was hoped that once the Imperial center collapsed, they could surround them and end the battle quickly. 
 
   Ethan told them of Kat’s father, and of the plan Martok had devised.
 
   “Human allies will be a great asset,” noted Halvar. “And the plan is sound – though it will not aid us in the immediate future. For now, we must deal with the enemy before us.”
 
   “You should let me and Kat help,” Ethan offered. “The sight of magic might be enough to force them to surrender.”
 
   “There will be no surrender,” Halvar told him. “Shinzan would not spare us should we do the same. Those who choose to fight for him must know what they face.”
 
   This statement was met by enthusiastic agreement from both sets of commanders. 
 
   “An enemy with nowhere to run fights harder,” Ethan pointed out. “You should consider at least allowing them an avenue for retreat.”
 
   “Did Shinzan allow my people to retreat?” snapped Halvar. 
 
   “Lord Dragonvein makes a good point, Your Highness,” Filial said. “We should not allow our fury to blind us.”
 
   “There will be no retreat,” Halvar insisted.
 
   Ethan shook his head. He may not have been an officer. But any combat veteran would say that allowing your enemy either a means of surrender or retreat was essential. If you want to discover just how fierce a soldier is, all you need to do is put his back up against the wall. But he could tell that any further objections from him would fall on deaf ears.
 
   It was decided they would march in two days’ time. Scouts had reported that the Imperials were showing no sign of movement. Presumably they were waiting for more soldiers to arrive. But Ethan wasn’t so sure.
 
   After the meeting was over, Halvar returned to his people while Ethan took a moment to speak with Kat alone. They found a quiet spot in the gap between the two armies and sat down.
 
   “Something isn’t right about this,” Ethan said. “It feels like a trap.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Kat asked.
 
   “The Imperials have to know they're outnumbered. Why sit there and wait to be destroyed? It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “So you think they’re trying to lure us out?”
 
   Ethan nodded. “I do. And I think that if King Halvar isn’t careful, a lot of people are going to die.”
 
   “You should speak with him.”
 
   “Halvar will not listen,” the voice of Lotheri called from behind. “His mind is set. He has redirected all his fears and hatred toward the Emperor and those who serve him. I have watched him over the past several weeks. He does not believe his people will survive this. So he will cause as much harm to his enemies as he can while he possesses the strength. I’ve seen him reading the journal of King Vidar. And with each reading, his heart has grown darker.”
 
   This did not come as a great surprise to Ethan. Halvar had never been entirely optimistic about their chances. 
 
   “I too am apprehensive about the coming battle,” Lotheri continued. “As you have remarked previously to Filial and my daughter, Shinzan is not a fool. And I do not believe his commanders are either. Whatever is coming, it will be bloody.”
 
   “Is Keira all right?” asked Kat.
 
   “She will be,” he replied. “She is hurt at the moment and needs time to assimilate what is about to happen.”
 
   “And what exactly is about to happen?” asked Ethan. 
 
   Instead of answering the question, Lotheri merely turned away and glanced over his shoulder. “Come, Lord Dragonvein. We must talk alone.”
 
   Kat shot Ethan a concerned look, but he simply spread his hands before following the elf away from the camp. 
 
   The pair walked in silence until they were well within the surrounding forest and the sound of the two armies was dull and distant. Lotheri sat down on a fallen pine tree and gestured for Ethan to join him.
 
   “Keira tells me that you hold the spirit of Martok the Great,” he said.
 
   Ethan nodded. “He is helping me to learn what I need to know. But I have to admit, it’s not a situation I would choose willingly.”
 
   Lotheri smiled. “No. I wouldn’t think so. I imagine such a thing would be quite unsettling for a human. Elves feel the spirits of our ancestors constantly. But humans…you are solitary beings. That is why we have never fully understood you, I think.”
 
   “How is it you feel them?”
 
   “You will see soon enough. But first I urge caution. Martok was a great mage and a friend to the elves. But he was also ambitious and arrogant. In the end, that was his downfall. I fear that he will try to recapture his former glory through you. Though admittedly, I have no idea if such a thing is even possible.”
 
   “Do your people think we can win?”
 
   “They think that if we don’t try, we will cease to exist. Through your connection with the dragons, I know you can feel their struggle to keep Shinzan at bay – a battle they will eventually lose. But you cannot feel what it is they are fighting to preserve.” He lowered his eyes and rested his elbows on his knees. “Which brings me to the reason I have brought you here.”
 
   Ethan said nothing, but could see the conflict on Lotheri’s face. Whatever was about to happen was weighing heavily on his mind. 
 
   “I know that the dwarves have spoken to you about the prophecy they heard after capturing one of my people,” Lotheri continued. “What they fail to realize is that this was garbled and inaccurate. They used magical devises to force the information from their captive. And though it did eventually compel my kinsman to speak, he gave them only an incomplete account. He was driven mad long before divulging everything. At that point interrogation became pointless and they killed him.”
 
   Ethan remembered the circlet they had used on him to gauge whether he was being truthful. It had nearly killed Jonas. “So you’re here to tell me the real prophecy? Is that it?”
 
   “That is partly why I need to speak with you. But only a small part.” 
 
   He paused to draw a deep breath. “During Shinzan’s rise to power, he came to our people and offered an alliance. Upon his victory, he would grant us dominion over both humans and dwarves. Our duty would be to enforce his will and rule in his name. In exchange for this, he would bestow us with strength and immortality. Fortunately, our Suldani - what you would refer to as king – was wise enough to see the deception. He refused Shinzan and took up arms against him.
 
   “But not all agreed. For the first time in our history, some among us defied the will of their Suldani. They sought out Shinzan and accepted his offer. This was their undoing. Shinzan did in fact keep his word, but at a cost they could not bear. He ripped them from the bosom of Lumnia, separating them from her presence…and from the spirits of their people. He gave them great power and immortality. But they were slaves to his will. They became what you know as the Rakasa.” Lotheri practically spat the word from his mouth. “The mages killed many of them. And we hunted them tirelessly. Only a few still remain.”
 
   “Hronso,” muttered Ethan.
 
   “Yes. He was the first. And he is by far the most powerful. More than anyone, he is responsible for the fall of the mages. If not for him, they might have prevailed over Shinzan. But as time passed and their numbers diminished, the Emperor grew too strong. In the end, my people fled and remained hidden. That is, until now. Now it is time for the prophecy to be fulfilled and for my people to emerge from the shadows.” He stood and looked down at Ethan. “And I am glad to have lived long enough to see it begin.”
 
   Lotheri closed his eyes and folded his hands. “Just after my people were scattered, a great elf named Yolunia sacrificed her life to journey into the heart of the mother. But before the life left her, she passed on words of hope. We have clung to this hope for more than five-hundred years.”
 
   He began to recite.
 
   “In the time to come, when despair and death spiral around this world in an endless cycle of darkness, five children will arise. The children of the fallen shall do battle with the enemy of life. They will be led by another who has touched the heart of creation and is brother to the guardian beast. He will kneel before the mother and know her will. Through the people of the mother, he will be given her soul. He will see through the darkness and understand. Through his light, all struggles shall end. All doubt and fear shall be erased. He will fight with the strength of true and pure spirit. And his sacrifice shall be held in our everlasting memory.”
 
   Ethan regarded the elf for a long moment, a deep crease on his brow. “Are you sure those are the exact words?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then we have a problem,” Ethan told him. “There are supposed to be six of us in total. Right now, there are only four. I plan to bring back the fifth, but that still leaves us one short.”
 
   “I only know what it says,” replied Lotheri. “It is clear you are the leader of which it speaks. As for the rest, that is for you to discover.”
 
   Ethan thought on this for several minutes before speaking. “You said the prophecy was only a part of why you needed me here.”
 
   “Indeed. I am to give you something. Something which not even Martok the Great was able to attain. I will give you the true knowledge of what you call magic. You shall be able to understand it in the same way we do.”
 
   “My uncle told me he had spent much time with your people trying to achieve that.”
 
   “He did. And he could have spent many lifetimes trying without ever being successful.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   Lotheri’s countenance darkened. “Because of the cost. There is only one way to see Lumnia as an elf sees her. It cannot be learned or taken. The sight must be given.”
 
   “And you’re going to give it to me?”
 
   “I am. Though not without reservation. Once done, it cannot be undone. And no human has ever beheld our world in this way. The cost to me is great. But the cost to you might be even greater.”
 
   Ethan frowned. “What cost? I don't understand.”
 
   There was an enormous sadness in Lotheri's eyes. “I must pass on that which dwells within me. Once this is done, I will be as the Rakasa – stripped from the mother - only much weaker. Thankfully, unlike them, I will not be immortal.”
 
   Ethan shot to his feet. “You mean, you've brought me here so you can die?”
 
   “I have brought you here so that the world might live. Human magic is powerful. But it will not be enough. Even if you find a way to destroy Shinzan's body, you must still destroy the source of his power. If not, he will simply occupy another body. To achieve this you will need to touch the true spirit of Lumnia.”
 
   “But you’re the king…Suldani…whatever you call it. Why are you making the sacrifice? Don’t your people need you?”
 
   “I would never ask this of any of my people. It is for me, and me alone, to do. And there are plenty among us who would make an equally wise leader. My absence will only be felt by those closest to me.” 
 
   He let out a high-pitched whistle. A few seconds later Keira appeared from the trees, her face grief-stricken and tears pouring down her cheeks. Lotheri took her hands. “Thank you, my daughter. I would not have had the courage to do this alone.”
 
   She refused to look directly into her father’s eyes. “I am begging you to reconsider,” she sobbed. “What if you are wrong?”
 
   Lotheri lifted her chin. “I am not.”
 
   Ethan backed away. “I'm sorry. I can’t let you do this…whatever this is.”
 
   His words passed unheard. Keira and Lotheri were oblivious to all but each other. With foreheads pressed together, they stood in complete silence for more than a minute.
 
   “It is time,” Lotheri finally whispered. 
 
   He turned to Ethan, who took another step back. “You must trust me, Ethan Dragonvein. Very soon you will understand that what I do is for the good of us all.”
 
   Ethan gazed at Keira. Her tears had ceased, but her face was still a mask of pain. 
 
   “He is right, Ethan,” she said. “This must happen.” She gave Lotheri one final lingering embrace. “I will miss you, father.”
 
   “And I you, daughter,” he replied softly. 
 
   Ethan opened his mouth to object, but Lotheri’s hand shot out, seizing his wrist in an iron grip. A wave of energy immediately surged through him, causing his legs to wobble. Then another came, this one much stronger. So much so that he was driven to his knees. Three more waves followed in rapid succession, each one more intense than the last. Finally, unable to withstand it any longer, he let out a primal scream and collapsed completely onto the forest floor.
 
   Bolts of pain coursed through every inch of his body as he struggled to remain conscious. He could see Lotheri kneeling beside him, gazing up at Keira with pleading eyes. In response, she bent down and kissed his cheek, her tears once again in full flow. Ethan then watched in horror as she drew a knife from her belt. He knew what she was about to do, but was powerless to stop her. An instant later, she plunged the blade deep into her father’s heart. 
 
   As the life force ebbed from the elf leader, he smiled up at his daughter in gratitude. 
 
   The last thing Ethan saw before passing out was Keira standing over her father's body. Her head was thrown back and she was screaming at the sky.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   A soft warm breeze brushed against Ethan’s cheeks, carrying with it the scent of pine and wild flowers. Though he could see nothing, he could feel the warmth of the sun on his flesh. There was also the ripple of a tiny brook flowing swiftly nearby. 
 
   “Where am I?” he asked.
 
   All around him, from dozens of different voices, came the sound of musical laughter.
 
   He blinked hard, but there was still only darkness. “Who’s there?”
 
   “He can’t see us,” said a childlike voice. 
 
   “He will in time,” another, slightly more mature one, called back. “This is all new to him.”
 
   “Can he do it?” asked a second child.
 
   “The mother says he can,” answered the older voice. 
 
   “But she is so weak. How can she know for sure?”
 
   “Enough out of you,” the senior voice scolded. “The mother knows. It is not for you to question.”
 
   “Who are you?” asked Ethan. “Where am I?”
 
   The voices offered no answer. Instead, a tiny point of white light appeared in front of him. At first this seemed to be a long distance away, but gradually, it moved closer, steadily increasing in size until he felt as if he could reach out and touch it. 
 
   “Child of Earth and child of mine.” The voice that came to Ethan this time was that of a grown woman. It was soft and fluid, yet commanding and strong. “Why have you come here before me?”
 
   “I don’t know where here is. Or who you are.”
 
   “Of course you do,” she told him. “You just have to look deeper within your soul. Do so and all will become clear.”
 
   Ethan considered her words and then focused his thoughts inward, just as he had done when calling out to Martok. In a flash, understanding entered him, causing the darkness to vanish. He found himself standing in the heart of a lush forest. Thick vines climbed their way high up into the tree canopy, and everywhere he looked, soft moss and thousands of delicate flowers carpeted the ground. Just as he'd heard earlier, a swift flowing brook was only a few yards away. The light remained, only now it had taken the form of a woman. He tried to make out her features, but could not penetrate the brightness sufficiently to see any more than that she was indeed female.
 
   Ethan looked down, suddenly realizing that he was completely naked. And yet he did not care. It was as if in this place, to be otherwise would be unnatural. “You are…her. You are Lumnia.”
 
   “In a way, yes,” she affirmed. “I am her voice.”
 
   “Am I…dead?”
 
   Her laugh was melodic and soothing. “Not at all. Your body is exactly where it was. Lotheri has given you the power to hear me.”
 
   A vision of Keira thrusting the knife into her father’s heart flashed through his mind. 
 
   “Do not weep for Lotheri,” she said, sensing his thoughts. “He is with us now. His daughter ended his life before his spirit could die.”
 
   Though Ethan didn’t entirely understand what she was saying, her words eased his troubled mind. “So what happens now?” he asked.
 
   “Now you must rid this world of the pestilence that plagues it,” she replied. “And through Lotheri’s sacrifice, you can now do so.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You must find Shinzan’s source of power and destroy it.”
 
   “I already know that,” he said. “But what I don’t know is how to fight him.”
 
   “Yes you do. You have the knowledge within you. But only you can find the strength to use it.”
 
   “Will you help me?”
 
   She moved forward, her body floating just above the ground, and placed a hand on his shoulder. Her touch was warm. “Yes. But my help will not be as you imagine. Nor will it come without a price. In the end, you must be the one to decide whether or not to accept it.”
 
   Having told him this, she backed slowly away and her form began to dim, along with the surrounding forest. 
 
   “Will I see you again?” Ethan called out.
 
   Her laugh sounded once more. “When you wish to see me, all you need do is simply open your eyes.”
 
   The light continued to fade until he was left in total darkness again. For a short time, it was as though he were suspended in a void. Then, little by little, he began to realize that he was lying on his back and someone was holding his hand. When his eyes fluttered open, he saw Kat kneeling beside him.
 
   He blinked. “How long have I been out?”
 
   “An hour or so,” she replied. “Keira told me where to find you.”
 
   Ethan sat up and took a close look around. There was no sign of Lotheri’s body. “Did she tell you what happened?”
 
   “Only that her father was dead. And that you should join her once you woke up.” Kat frowned. “What happened? Is her father really dead?”
 
   Ethan nodded, then recounted the experience. 
 
   “How does it feel?”
 
   “Strange,” he replied. “A bit like when I bonded with the dragons, but more distant and scattered. I can feel the energy coming from everywhere. I can almost see it. But it’s all out of focus…like seeing something through ripples in the water.” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “That’s the best way I can describe it.”
 
   “Has it made you any more powerful?”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. One thing is for sure. I can feel the elves. If I concentrate, I could possibly even tell you where each one is standing. And I understand their connection to Lumnia now. It’s like they’re not really separate, and yet at the same time, they are. They can hear its will and feel its pain.” 
 
   He pushed himself to his feet. “Whatever all this is, I hope it was worth Lotheri giving his life.”
 
   “And I hope Keira can forgive you,” Kat remarked. “She looked really upset.”
 
   “I know. I can feel it. She misses her father terribly, but she doesn’t blame me. In her heart, she knows he did what he felt he had to do.”
 
   Kat took his hand and they started back toward the camp. Once they were in sight of the dwarf army, King Halvar came striding out to meet them. 
 
   “What is this I hear about Lotheri being dead?” he demanded. “They are saying that you had something to do with it.”
 
   “I was involved,” admitted Ethan. “But I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   “I am most happy to hear it,” Halvar growled. “This alliance is fragile enough without that.”
 
   “This alliance is stronger than you think. The elves won’t break it.”
 
   “And how do you know this?”
 
   “I just do.”
 
   Still not entirely convinced, Halvar summoned four of his guards to accompany them before moving on into the elf camp. 
 
   All eyes fell on Ethan as they threaded their way to where he knew Keira was waiting. She was standing at the far edge of the camp, a wooden bowl in her hands. Beside her stood three elf women, each of them dressed in white robes with silver stitching that formed interlocking circular patterns down the front. Keira regarded him for a long moment, then closed her eyes. Behind them, the elves were gathering in reverent silence. 
 
   “What is she holding?” whispered Halvar.
 
   “Her father’s heart,” Ethan replied. 
 
   A horrified expression crossed the king's face. “You mean she…cut out her own father’s heart?”
 
   “Their ways are different,” said Ethan. “But I understand them now.”
 
   He stepped forward until he was standing directly in front of Keira.
 
   Her eyes snapped open and she spoke in a loud clear voice. “My father gave his life so that you can understand the mother in a way no human ever has. You have become a part of her…and a part of us. And though I have lost a father, I have gained a brother.” 
 
   She cast her gaze over the crowd. “As have you all. Through our kinship, we shall defeat the evil which has plagued our world for far too long. Still, my soul is in pain. Lotheri was more than just my father. He was a wise and strong leader. His absence will be keenly felt. But we must press on and choose another to lead in his stead.”
 
   Filial stepped forward. “I say that you, Keira, daughter of Lotheri, should lead us.”
 
   His proposal was acknowledged with a resounding chorus of agreement. 
 
   Keira’s eyes remained fixed on her father’s heart for a short time. She then nodded and looked directly at Ethan. “And what say you, Ethan Dragonvein? You are now a part of us and have the right to speak.”
 
   “I think you will make a fine leader,” he told her. “I only met your father briefly, but what he gave to me allows me to know that this is what he would have wanted.”
 
   Keira removed the heart from the bowl and held it aloft. “Then I accept this burden…in Lotheri’s name.”
 
   No sooner had she spoken then the heart suddenly burst into flames. Tiny bits of blazing tissue dripped onto the ground as the organ slowly melted away. Amazingly, even after it was completely consumed, there was not the slightest sign of injury to Keira’s hand.
 
   The elves burst into a cacophony of hoots and cheers. Ethan glanced over his shoulder. There was a deep scowl of disapproval on Halvar's face, but Kat simply smiled at him. After bowing to Keira, he backed away until he was able to reach out and take hold of Kat's hand.
 
   “What happens now?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing,” he replied. “Elves don’t get hung up on ceremony. Lotheri is dead and Keira takes his place. That’s pretty much it.”
 
   “But will she honor our alliance, I wonder?” muttered Halvar.
 
   “She will,” Ethan assured him. “She would not dishonor her father by breaking it. Whatever promises he made, she’ll keep them.”
 
   “I certainly hope so,” the dwarf king said, his doubts still showing. “And tell me, just what was it that Lotheri gave to you that now makes you a part of his people?”
 
   Ethan smiled. “Understanding, Your Highness. Nothing more.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   King Ganix stared in awe at the six magnificent dragons circling the platform. “Such primal beauty,” he mused. “To think that they once dotted the skies.”
 
   “And hopefully they will again,” remarked Renald. He tossed the rug from which Lylinora would open the portal up onto the platform. 
 
   Ganix and his party had made it back to the cabin just as Renald and the others were about to leave. By then, the injured dwarf was running a high fever from the infection in his wounds, prompting Lylinora to rapidly set about tending to him. As much as the dwarves were wary of human magic, they could not help but be impressed by her skill. In no time at all, Broyhul's injuries were healed completely. 
 
   Now, in the final moments before being parted, Lylinora and Markus were talking quietly a few yards away from the platform edge. She was doing her best to look brave, but her apprehensions were all too clear. Nearby, Jonas was checking the small pouch on his belt containing the money Markus and Ethan had brought back from their last visit to Earth. In addition, it also contained several gold coins and a few gemstones. 
 
   It had been decided they would waste no time once they located the last mage. Markus had a hunk of rock stuffed in his pouch. At the very first opportunity, he would smash the rajni stone and transport them all back – a lesson hard learned from their previous trip.
 
   Renald climbed up and called over to Lylinora. With everything in place, he closed his eyes and concentrated. At once, he could hear the thoughts of Maytra in his mind. “It’s time,” he whispered.
 
   Lylinora gave Markus a final passionate kiss before ascending the platform and tying the Rope of Making around her waist. Renald gasped as the power of the dragons cascaded over them both. He marveled at the sheer intensity of their magic. He had always possessed a certain level of connection to them. But now, since tasting their blood, it was defined and raw. 
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Markus asked Jonas.
 
   He took a deep breath. “I'm nervous…but ready.”
 
   Markus nodded to Lylinora who knelt on the rug and began to chant the incantation. Within moments, the familiar disk of blue and black swirling light appeared a few feet away. As it grew in size, Markus felt Jonas take hold of his hand. The old servant's palm was sticky with sweat. 
 
   “We’ll be fine,” Markus assured him. 
 
   Jonas sniffed, trying hard to mask his fears. “Of course we will.”
 
   Only seconds later, the portal was already of sufficient size. Still hand in hand, they eased their way up to it. Markus counted down. “Three...two...one...go!”
 
   With Jonas tightly holding his breath, they leapt through. 
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Markus staggered blindly forward until his hand touched something hard. All he could hear was the pounding of his heart. Not as bad as last time, he thought. 
 
   He called out Jonas' name. A weak moan came in the way of an answer. 
 
   The air was bitterly cold, and though still unable to see clearly, he could tell that it was night time. There was a crunching sound as he shifted his feet. Snow. How he hated the damn stuff!
 
   With his sight gradually clearing, he could see that he was facing the side of a two-story cinder block building. All around him were evenly spaced oak trees split in two by a cobblestone path. Jonas was flat on his back a few feet away, his clouded breath billowing out of trembling lips. Neither of them were dressed for the cold. Markus cursed himself for being ill-prepared. Still a bit dazed, he stumbled over to Jonas and lifted him into a seated position.
 
   “Can you stand?” he asked. 
 
   It took a few moments, but eventually Jonas threw an arm around Markus’ shoulder and struggled to his feet. “Can you tell where we are?” he asked.
 
   “No. But wherever it is, it’s cold as hell. We need to get out of this before we freeze.”
 
   Markus spotted a street lamp near the corner of the building and started toward it. The headlights of a car about fifty yards away caught his attention – though he could not make out the road from their position. Around the corner was a walkway that spanned the entire front of the cinder block building, with another, shorter path leading straight up to the entrance. Twenty yards further along was a small parking lot. A man in a thick jacket was pacing around in front of the main door, smoking a cigarette. After a moment, he tossed the butt into the snow.
 
   “Stay here,” whispered Markus. 
 
   After making sure Jonas was steady on his feet, he rounded the corner and strolled casually down the walkway. The man spotted him when he was about halfway along and opened his coat, producing a hand held radio.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he demanded, in what Markus thought to be a Boston accent. 
 
   It was a relief to hear English being spoken. Drawing nearer, he could see the word 'Security' written on the breast of the jacket. “I’m a bit lost,” he said.
 
   The man scrutinized him for a moment. “Lost? How the hell did you get lost?”
 
   He knew he needed to think fast. This guy may not be a police officer, but the radio he was holding might be able to call one quickly enough if he got too suspicious. “My car broke down up the road,” he said. “I’m looking for a phone.”
 
   “Don’t you have a cell?”
 
   Not knowing what he meant, his mind scrambled for a lie. “I left it at home.”
 
   “Sure. I guess that’s where you left your coat too,” he remarked acidly.
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t think I’d be getting out of the car.” He could tell the security guard wasn’t buying his story. “Look, if you can just tell me where I am.”
 
   “Hang on,” the guard told him. His radio screeched as he pressed the button on the side. “Yeah, Matt? This is Larry. I'm outside of Building Four. Can you send a car down here? I gotta guy with me who says he’s lost. He might need some help.”
 
   The reply came though quite clearly. “Is he giving you trouble?”
 
   “There's no problem. Just send a car.” He turned to Markus. “Don’t worry. We'll see if you're on the level or not. If you are, my buddy will help you out.”
 
   Markus cursed silently. So much for being inconspicuous. Plastering a smile on his face, he said: “Thanks fella. I appreciate it.” He moved closer to the guard, blowing his breath into his hands. “You don’t happen to have a cigarette, do you?”
 
   “Did you leave your smokes at home too?” the guard sneered. Nevertheless, he shoved the radio into his left coat pocket and reached into his right. 
 
   The moment he did this, Markus took a quick hop and landed a solid right to his jaw. The man stumbled back, his free hand flailing and the other one trapped deep inside his coat pocket. Two more rapid strikes send him flat on his back. Surprisingly, there was still some fight left in him. As Markus moved in, a snow covered boot shot out, striking him in the stomach. Had he been a touch closer, it might easily have been enough to knock the breath out of him. As it was, it made him jump back far enough for the guard to clamber to his feet. 
 
   With both hands now free, he threw a looping right. Markus had to give him high marks for toughness, but as far as skill was concerned, he was out of his league. Markus ducked under the blow and landed a succession of devastating punches to his gut and ribs. A bone jarring uppercut then sent the guard down once again. Not about to make the same mistake twice, Markus moved in from the side this time. A flurry of solid strikes sent his opponent into complete unconsciousness. 
 
   The response to the radio call was quick, and he could already hear a car approaching somewhere off to his right. He had just seconds to get himself and the unconscious guard out of sight. More out of hope than expectation, he checked the front door behind him. To his surprise and relief, it was unlocked. Lifting the guard by the shoulders, he managed to drag him a few feet inside the doorway an instant before headlights appeared. A sedan with emergency lights on the roof and the word 'Security' written on the doors pulled into the small parking lot.
 
   A tall, thin man exited the vehicle and looked around. “Larry?”
 
   Markus remained absolutely still. There had been no time for him to close the door without the movement attracting attention. But inside, the building was pitch black, effectively obscuring him and the unconscious guard from view. 
 
   Receiving no reply to his shout, the new arrival retrieved his radio and pressed the talk button. “Larry, where the fuck are you?”
 
   Markus cringed as Larry’s radio crackled to life. The sound was more than enough to catch the newcomer’s attention. The man moved toward the sound, but stopped abruptly on seeing the obvious drag marks in the snow leading right up to the open door. Wide-eyed, he stood rooted to the spot for an instant, then ran headlong toward his still idling vehicle.
 
   Cursing as he went, Markus burst full speed through the doorway after him.
 
   When nearly at his car, the panicking guard turned to heave his radio at Markus' head. But his hasty aim was well wide of the mark, and this delay was all that Markus needed to catch up. Without slowing, he shoulder charged the guard low in the chest, slamming him violently into the side of the vehicle. The man, though badly stunned, tried to retaliate by raining a few blows down on Markus’ back and neck. But it did little to save him. Shrugging off this irritation, Markus rose up and grabbed the guy with both hands by the back of the head. This was then dragged hard down to meet the full force of his sharply rising knee. Virtually out on his feet, the guard staggered around with blood pouring from his nose. A bone crunching blow to his temple then put him completely out of his misery. Like the first guard, Markus did not expect him to be waking up any time soon.
 
   “Why the hell did you do that?” called Jonas, running up from the corner of the building.
 
   Markus simply flashed him an annoyed look and set about dragging the guard inside. Once there, he removed both of his victim's jackets. On finding a pair of handcuffs in each of these, he used them to secure both men to the door handle. Inside their wallets he found a total of thirty-three dollars and two Massachusetts driver’s licenses. The dates on the currency ranged from 2004 through 2009. Also, each man was carrying a strange rectangular, electronic device. When Markus touched a small button on the side, the face lit up to display four rows of numbers. The first three rows counted from one to nine, with a single digit – zero – at the bottom. Not sure what to make of these, he tossed them aside along with the radios out of the guards' reach. By now, Larry was starting to groan, though he was not yet showing any signs of movement.
 
   “Well, at least we have an idea what year it is,” Markus said while putting on one of the jackets and nodding for Jonas to do the same. “And we're in the good old U.S.A.”
 
   He pulled the amulet from beneath his shirt. As before, it glowed with a pulsing blue light. After stepping outside, he swept around in a circle until the pulse quickened slightly. Satisfied, he then ran to the car and jumped into the driver’s seat. Jonas followed more slowly and remained outside the vehicle, staring at it as if it were some great metal beast.
 
   “Are you sure it's safe?” he asked.
 
   “A whole lot safer than waiting around here,” Markus replied. “So get in. We need to hurry. And this will be much faster, I promise you.”
 
   Reluctantly, Jonas climbed into the front alongside him. The radio was silent for the moment, but Markus knew that could change in an instant once the two guards woke up. It would take them a while to free themselves, but when they did…
 
   The voice of old came to him.
 
   You know what you have to do, don’t you? 
 
   He flicked an irritated gesture. “Shut the hell up.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” said Jonas.
 
   Don’t be a fool. What’s more important?
 
   Markus squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out Specter’s voice. 
 
   If you are caught, you will never see Lylinora again.
 
   He turned to Jonas. “Wait here. I need to check on something before we go.”
 
   Jonas started to object, but Markus was already out of the car and racing back to the building.
 
   Both of the men were now shifting slightly and groaning. Markus drew the small dagger he had tucked away in his belt. It had to be done. He knew it. If they managed to free themselves too quickly, or if someone simply happened by, the chances of being caught were high. If that happened, there would be no way back. 
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” he said, pressing the blade to the throat of the first guard.
 
   Blood trickled down even before he pulled the cold steel across. The man gasped and jerked, but only for a few seconds. The second guard was then dealt with in similar fashion. Throughout, Markus was careful not to get any blood on his hands or clothes. As he wiped the blade on the second guard’s shirt and tucked it back in his belt, an involuntary smile formed. The sight of blood spilling onto the white tile floor was making his heart beat fiercely. 
 
   The sound of Jonas' voice urgently calling to him from the car broke into his almost trance-like moment. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” the old man demanded. “Let’s go before we are seen.”
 
   Seconds later, Markus was back in the car. It took a few minutes for him to figure out how the damn thing operated. There was no clutch. Just a brake and a gas pedal. This unfamiliar set-up, combined with the fact that he hadn’t driven in decades, wasn't making things easy.
 
   After a few weaves and near collisions with roadside signs, the basics of driving soon came back to him. Jonas, on the other hand, was looking petrified. Markus was forced to keep tapping him on the arm to remind him that he was the one meant to be navigating by using his pendant. 
 
   “I sure would have liked to have one of these back on Lumnia,” Markus said, now at ease with the controls and clearly enjoying himself.
 
   Jonas swallowed hard as they took a turn. “How do they make things like this?”
 
   Markus simply laughed.
 
   After only a few minutes, they found themselves in a residential area. Most of the houses were covered with twinkling lights and various other Christmas decorations. This impressed Jonas enough to almost make him forget that he was traveling at unbelievable speeds while inside the belly of a great metal beast. The radio had come to life twice, both times with calls asking for the location of the two guards. Markus ignored them. There was nothing to be done anyway.
 
   “What powers all this?” Jonas asked, continuing to gaze at the lights.
 
   “Electricity,” Markus replied. He could see the look of confusion on the old man’s face. “It's like magic, I suppose. Only people make it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I really couldn’t tell you. I was never big on science.”
 
   Jonas decided to forgo more questions and enjoy the sights. “This is far different from the last time I was here,” he remarked.
 
   “That's because the last time you were here, you landed in the middle of a war zone. You didn’t really think the entire Earth was like that, did you?”
 
   Jonas shrugged. “It was my first impression. To me it looked ruined and scarred. It’s hard to imagine that what I saw back then is the same world as this.”
 
   Markus was about to respond when he saw a pair of headlights rushing up behind them in the mirror. A frown formed. Surely no one had found the bodies already. He glanced over at the pendant Jonas was holding. It was now flashing rapidly. They were very near.
 
   As the car behind drew closer, Markus could see the outline of emergency lights on its roof. His hands gripped the wheel tightly while the vehicle followed them for several blocks. Finally, it turned onto a side street. He let out a sigh of relief. 
 
   Jonas, oblivious to what had just happened, was concentrating on the pendant. “Turn left,” he said.
 
   Markus did as instructed, still keeping a close eye on the rear view mirror. The houses in this area were smaller than those only a short distance back; mostly single story homes with compact yards and modest decorations. It was clear they were moving into a less affluent neighborhood. As they passed by a tiny blue house with a small porch surrounded by a chain linked fence, the pendant went wild. 
 
   “That has to be it,” Jonas announced. 
 
   Markus kept driving while looking for a good place to get rid of the car. But after one more block, the headlights from earlier returned. This time however, the vehicle came right up close behind them. What's more, a siren was blaring and its emergency lights were flashing red. 
 
   Jonas turned to look. “Who is that?” he asked.
 
   “The police, I think.” Markus didn’t bother explaining any further. “Just keep quiet and stay still.”
 
   “What do they want with us?” he asked nervously. Though he didn’t know exactly what the police were, he had obviously identified them as some sort of authority.
 
   “Hopefully nothing. So just stay calm.”
 
   Markus turned at the next right and then pulled to the curb. The jackets they had taken said security on the chests, so as long as the rest of their clothing remained unseen, there was always a chance the officer might accept them as such. Unless the bodies had been found, of course. If that was the case, it wouldn't take a detective to figure out what happened. 
 
   The officer approached the driver’s door, hand resting on his sidearm. Markus searched for a way to roll down the window, finally figuring out that it was operated by a button rather than the hand crank he had seen in the past.
 
   “Is there a problem?” he asked, trying to sound confused as to why they were being pulled over.
 
   The officer scrutinized him for a moment, then bent down to take a closer look at Jonas. “You guys are a bit far from home, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m just trying to get this old guy home,” Markus said. “He wandered up, a bit confused and lost. I loaned him a spare jacket of mine to keep warm.”
 
   “You should have called us,” the cop said. He leaned a little closer. “Is that right old timer? You lost?”
 
   “He doesn’t speak English,” Markus explained quickly.
 
   “Then how do you know he’s lost?”
 
   “Lucky for him, I speak Dutch.”
 
   The cop looked at him skeptically. “That’s a hell of a coincidence, I’d say.” 
 
   Praying that the man would not recognize Dutch when he heard it, he turned to Jonas and said in the language of Lumnia: “Say something and point straight ahead.”
 
   After a moment of hesitation, Jonas pointed. “What’s going on? Are we in trouble?”
 
   “We’ll know in a few seconds.” 
 
   Markus turned back to the officer. “He says his house isn’t far. Just up the street a few more blocks.”
 
   “You want me to take him?” he offered.
 
   “That’s all right,” Markus said, producing his very best 'nice guy' smile. “I don’t mind. I speak his language.”
 
   A chirp from his radio caught the officer’s attention. “Hang on there a second,” he ordered, stepping a few paces away from the car.
 
   Markus listened carefully. After a few seconds, he heard what he was fearing the most - a terse report of two security guards found dead and their car stolen. He was about to slam the car into drive, but unlike the guards, the officer was well trained. He had drawn his weapon and was leveling it at Markus' head even before the report was complete.
 
   “Don’t fucking move,” he shouted. 
 
   Jonas looked terrified. “What’s happening?”
 
   Markus took a deep breath. “Listen to me closely, Jonas. I'm going to distract him. When I do, I want you to run like hell. Find the last mage and take him back to Lumnia. Whatever happens to me, don’t stop running. And tell Lylinora that I love her.”
 
   “Let me see your hands!” the cop commanded. 
 
   Markus raised his hands. If he was quick, the first shot might miss. If he could take one in the shoulder, it might give Jonas enough time to escape. 
 
   “Now with your right hand, reach out and open the door.”
 
   The officer’s hands were steady and his tone hard. This was an experienced cop. A fact that did not bode well. But before Markus could do as ordered, Jonas opened the door on the other side. As he stepped out, the officer swung his weapon over.
 
   “Don’t fucking move!”
 
   “Stay where you are, Jonas!” Markus called.
 
   But Jonas seemed to have a plan all of his own. Feigning the expression of a confused old man, he rounded the front of the car. “Get ready to run,” he told Markus. “You're much faster than me. You'll have a better chance.”
 
   The cop repeated his order, clearly reluctant to shoot a helpless old man.
 
   “Please don’t hurt him,” Markus pleaded. “He doesn’t know what’s going on.”
 
   “Well tell him to get on the ground!”
 
   “He’s going to kill you,” warned Markus desperately. “Stop!”
 
   Jonas looked at Markus with an expression that told him there would be no argument. He had made up his mind. He smiled over and said, “I told you that you would need me.” 
 
   He made a sudden charge at the cop. 
 
   The crack of the gun going off jerked Markus into motion. He wasn’t sure if Jonas had been hit, but could see that the old guy was still on his feet and advancing. The officer tried to turn the weapon in his direction, but before he could take proper aim, Jonas was on him, wrapping both arms around the man and heaving with all his strength.
 
   Instinctively, Markus ran. The knowledge that Jonas had most likely been shot was tearing him apart, but the success of their mission was the most important thing of all. He had to keep moving, otherwise Jonas’ sacrifice would have been for nothing. Another shot rang out - then another. It took all of Markus' will not to look back. Sirens were already howling in the distance, telling him that more police were on the way. He ran even faster, heading for the house that the pendant had indicated.
 
   With lungs burning from the cold air, he spanned the three steps leading up to the front door in a single leap and knocked heavily. He could hear someone moving around inside. A few seconds later, the door opened. 
 
   The man standing there made Ethan look positively muscle-bound. He was a bit older than expected – perhaps in his early thirties – rail thin, with unkempt brown hair and round glasses. Markus thought he looked as if a stiff breeze would blow him over. He stared irritably at his visitor, a thick book tucked under his arm.
 
   “What do you want?” he demanded.
 
   Before replying, Markus reached inside his shirt and produced his pendant. The rajni stone set in it was now pulsing so rapidly that it appeared almost as a steady light. This was who he wanted; there was no doubt about that. 
 
   “Can I come in?” he asked. He could hear the sounds of the sirens growing louder. 
 
   But the man’s eyes were fixed on the pendant, a terrified expression now showing on his face. “Get out of here,” he growled. “I’m not going back. You hear me?” 
 
   He attempted to slam the door, but Markus’ arm shot forward, easily keeping it open. The man struggled for only a few seconds before realizing it was hopeless and giving up.
 
   “I guess you know what this is,” Markus said, now using the language of Lumnia. “And why I'm here.”
 
   The man backed away a few paces. “Of course I do.” Though his reply was also in Lumnian, it carried a strange accent; no doubt created by many years of living on Earth. 
 
   Markus stepped inside, closing the door quickly behind him. It wouldn’t take long for the police to follow his trail in the snow, so he needed to act fast. He glanced at his surroundings. Beyond the threshold was a small living room with a cast iron stove at the far right wall, and a matching sofa and two chairs to the left. The walls bore pictures of unfamiliar places, as well as an extra-large painting of a sailing vessel in a churning sea. An open door at the back of the room led through to the rest of the small house. 
 
   The man didn’t look afraid any longer. If anything, he looked angry. “I’m not going back, and that's the end of it,” he stated defiantly.
 
   “You have to,” insisted Markus. The sirens had fallen silent, which meant the search for him would begin very soon. “And you have to go now.” He could see that the man was weighing his options. “You can come willingly, or…” He took a menacing step forward. 
 
   “Why? Why do you want me to go back? I have a life here.”
 
   “We need your help.”
 
   “So Shinzan still lives?” He didn’t wait for a response. “And I suppose you need me to help you fight him. Well, you can just go straight to hell.”
 
   “Listen to me…”
 
   “David. My name's David.”
 
   “Listen to me, David. There's a man lying dead in the snow right now who sacrificed his life to bring you back. So like it or not, you’re coming with me.” Markus loomed over the slight figure, his eyes ablaze with determination. 
 
   After a tense moment, David's shoulders sagged. “Okay. You win. But I need to pack a few things first.”
 
   Markus stepped over to the window. No one was coming just yet. “Two minutes,” he snapped.
 
   David cocked his head. “So the sirens…they’re for you?”
 
   “Just hurry up and get what you need.”
 
   Markus followed him through into a modestly furnished bedroom. He watched impatiently as David packed clothes, some books, and a few other odds and ends into a blue duffle bag – the whole time muttering curses under his breath.
 
   “How is it you know about Shinzan?” Markus asked.
 
   “I was fifteen when I came here,” he replied, at the same time struggling to fit yet more items inside his bag. “My mother and I were fleeing to the mountains when we were caught. My father was already dead…along with the rest of my family.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   David sneered. “Are you? Then why are you forcing me to go back? If Shinzan is still alive, you’re taking me off to die.”
 
   Something about David’s apparent weakness brought forth anger in Markus. He forced the feeling aside; he knew it was only Specter making trouble. “I’m doing no such thing,” he said. “You are the last piece of the puzzle we need to give us victory over Shinzan. Together, we'll be able to rid Lumnia of him forever.” Even as the words came out, he knew he really didn’t believe them. 
 
   “Yeah, right.” 
 
   Voices from nearby outside caught Markus’ attention. “We’re out of time. We need to go now.”
 
   “Just one more thing,” David said, reaching down beneath his bed. He came up holding a snub nosed revolver.
 
   Only Markus’ experience and quick reflexes saved his life. He had known something was wrong the moment David bent down. At the first sight of the gun, he threw himself sideways and forward.
 
   Inside such a small room, the shot was deafening. The bullet that would have otherwise hit Markus just below the throat, instead tore into his left bicep. Even though instantly aware of the searing pain, sheer adrenaline and the need for urgent action drove him on. He grabbed for the gun, managing to secure David’s wrist and force it upwards just as another shot fired into the ceiling. With his left arm hanging uselessly, he continued using his right hand and overwhelming strength advantage to smash David's arm against the metal frame of the bed. The weapon quickly dropped to the floor. 
 
   The sound of the two shots would have certainly attracted the attention of the police. Markus knew he was out of time and options. Blood was dribbling steadily from the wound, and he could feel the bullet buried within his flesh. With David struggling wildly to get to the door, it was time to do things the hard way. Still with a vice-like hold on his wrist, Markus threw him hard back against the wall. David crashed into the plaster and slid to the floor, badly stunned. But this wasn't enough. Only after delivering a heavy blow to his temple that knocked him completely unconscious did Markus step away. 
 
   Voices from directly outside began shouting for him to come out. After slamming the bedroom door shut, he ripped off the pendant and threw it on the floor. He prayed that the police would use at least a little bit of caution before charging in with guns blazing. That might just slow them down long enough for him to escape. Without wasting another second, he grabbed the rock from his pouch and smashed it down on the rajni stone. At the same time, there was the sound of the front door being kicked in.
 
   The portal exploded to life. Grunting with the pain of his injured arm, he used his good one to heft up the mercifully light David. But the portal wasn't yet big enough. This time, it seemed to be growing with agonizing slowness. The seconds passed desperately by.
 
   The door to the bedroom flew open. “Don’t move!” shouted an officer.
 
   At last the spinning portal had increased sufficiently. It was do or die time. The sinews of Markus' legs sprang to life in a single, desperate leap. 
 
   The last thing he heard before passing into the light was the sound of a final shot being fired.
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Markus’ head was pounding as consciousness returned. He could feel that he now had another wound - this one just above his right ear - and that blood was soaking his cheek and shoulder. The injury to his arm was also throbbing like crazy. As he tried to sit up, a pair of hands helped him from behind. 
 
   “You are injured.” It was King Ganix. 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he responded, though he wasn’t sure how true that was. He touched the wound to his head and breathed a sigh of relief. The bullet had only grazed him. 
 
   Renald was kneeling over the unconscious body of Lylinora. “She’ll be all right,” he said, sensing Markus’ concern. 
 
   David was lying a few feet away, still out from Markus’ punch.
 
   After a few moments, Renald crossed over and began tending to Markus’ wounds. “I’m no healer,” he said, “But I can help you well enough until Lylinora recovers to do it properly.” As he let the healing magic flow into the wounds, he glanced over at David. “So this is him?”
 
   Markus nodded.
 
   “And what of Jonas?” The look in Markus’ eyes quickly told him the answer. “Goodbye my friend,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “You will be greatly missed.”
 
   “What happened?” asked Ganix.
 
   Markus recounted the events, pausing only to move to Lylinora’s side when Renald had finished healing him. The wounds still hurt, but the bullet was removed and the bleeding had stopped. 
 
   Both Renald and Ganix regarded David with troubled expressions. 
 
   “If he was so unwilling, I wonder if he will be of any use at all.” Ganix remarked. 
 
   “He’ll be useful,” asserted Renald. “I'll make sure of it. Jonas will not have given his life for nothing. That much I can promise you.”
 
   “Are you sure he’s dead?” asked Ganix.
 
   Markus shook his head, eyes downcast. “Not certain. But I'm pretty sure he was hurt. And before you ask – no, there was no way for me to save him. He was determined to do what he did.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to ask,” said Ganix. 
 
   “No one is questioning your decision, Markus,” added Renald. “He knew the risks and he accepted it. You did the only thing you could. Had you tried to save him, both of you would most likely be dead and the final mage still would not be here.”
 
   “The good news is that he was fifteen years old when he was sent to Earth,” Markus told them. “So he probably knows at least some magic already.”
 
   Renald nodded. “He will for certain. At fifteen he would have been well on his way.”
 
   Lylinora stirred and then her eyes fluttered open. When she saw Markus sitting beside her, she smiled and touched his cheek. “I knew you’d come back.”
 
   “Of course I did. Nothing would keep me apart from you.” He leaned down to kiss her tenderly. 
 
   Taking his hand, she pulled herself up. “Where is Jonas?”
 
   “Lost, I'm afraid.”
 
   Lylinora's mouth set firmly as she nodded acceptance of this. “I see. And the mage.”
 
   “He’s here.” There was more than a touch of disdain in Markus' voice. “And he was not very happy about coming back.”
 
   “He’s waking up,” called Ganix.
 
   David groaned and shifted. “What….?” His eyes popped open. “Where am I?”
 
   Markus’ muscles tensed from a powerful desire to throttle him. “Where do you think?” He pushed himself to his feet and offered Lylinora his hand.
 
   “Be calm,” she said, sensing his fury building. 
 
   David sat up, his eyes flashing wildly around. The moment he saw Ganix, he scrambled back to the edge of the platform. It was then that he saw the dragons. “No!” he screamed. “This can’t be. Not again.” He slid further back until, with a yelp of fright, he tumbled completely off the platform and landed with a thump on the pebble strewn ground.
 
   Ganix hopped down and knelt beside him. Renald looked as if he felt the same way as Markus and remained on the platform.
 
   “There is nothing to be afraid of,” Ganix said in a soothing tone. “No one will harm you.” He offered his hand.
 
   It took several seconds for David to recover from his fall. When he did, rather than take the king's hand, he scrambled to his feet and scurried around to the far side of the platform. “Stay back,” he shouted.  “I mean it.” 
 
   Holding up his hand, he muttered a single word under his breath. When nothing happened, he looked fearfully at the dwarf. Again he spoke, this time more loudly. “Pyrifia.” This time, a small ball of flame no bigger than a marble appeared above his palm. It flickered like a candle in a breeze.
 
   Lylinora laughed. “I think what you are trying to do is this.” She held out her hand. “Pyrifia.” A ball of flame twice the size of a man’s head flashed into being.
 
   At once, David’s tiny spell dissipated. Now in a complete panic, he ran for all he was worth. Ignoring the dragons, he raced along the wall of the canyon, only to discover he had gone in the wrong direction and had trapped himself. Searching frantically for a way out, he saw the path leading up the canyon face on the far side. But it could not be reached without first passing Lylinora. He cowered away from her in terror, pressing his back hard to the rock.
 
   Ganix shot her a scolding look. “There is no reason to terrify the poor man.”
 
   Lylinora dismissed the spell and smiled at Markus. “It’s one of the first elemental spells we are taught. Not very strong and relatively easy to master.”
 
   “Do it again,” he suggested, a sinister grin forming. “Only this time, make it bigger.”
 
   “No,” snapped Ganix. “I don’t care what he did, you will not torment him. Am I understood?”
 
   Lylinora nodded. “Of course.”
 
   Renald slid down and crossed over to David, stopping when he was a few yards away. “There is nothing to fear, lad. Come. We have much to talk about.”
 
   “We have nothing to talk about,” he shouted. “Send me back. You had no right to bring me here.”
 
   “First of all, we cannot send you back,” Renald told him. “And even if we could, we would not. The fate of this world depends on you being here. That alone gives me the right.”
 
   “Are you insane?” David shot back. “I know why I’m here. You want me to fight Shinzan. Well, you can all just go to hell. I won’t do it.”
 
   “Then you will die,” Renald told him flatly. 
 
   “You bastard! Why are you doing this? You can’t beat him. No one can.”
 
   “Who was your family?” Renald asked, ignoring the rant. “You look familiar to me.” Not receiving an answer, he scrutinized David for a few moments, then raised his right index finger and waggled it. “No need to tell me, I know who you are. You are Jeric Lauben. Your father was killed during the first assault on the Emperor. I remember him well. A brave man. But your mother was the better mage, I think. Almost as powerful as Praxis Dragonvein himself.”
 
   “My name is David Roberts,” he insisted. “And my father was a fool.”
 
   “As you wish…David. But whatever name you choose to go by will not save you. If Shinzan is not defeated, he will eventually find you and kill you. And though you may feel our bringing you here is unjust, that doesn’t help your situation one bit. You are in Lumnia, and nothing can be done to change this. So your choices are to either fight or die.”
 
   David glared hatefully at the old mage. “And who are you?” he asked.
 
   “Renald Dragonvein, brother of Praxis.” He gestured for David to follow him.
 
   After a lengthy hesitation and without any other options open to him, David did as suggested and joined the others on the platform. After introductions had been made, they sat down in a circle. Markus did not attempt to hide his contempt, nor did David conceal his.
 
   “I would say that I’m sorry I shot you,” remarked David. “But I’m not. If my aim had been better I’d still be home right now, instead of getting ready to die at the hands of Shinzan.”
 
   Markus felt Specter rising again. “If you’re not careful, you'll die long before you ever meet Shinzan,” he growled.
 
   “Enough,” warned Ganix. “Whatever happened with you two, it needs to be left in the past.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Renald. “You live. Which is more than I can say for poor Jonas. So let us move on and not squander his sacrifice.” The pain in his eyes when speaking Jonas’ name was clear for all to see. The two men may have constantly bickered, but there was no doubting they had grown close in their own strange way.
 
   “I think it might be best if we told him exactly why we brought him here,” Lylinora suggested. Hearing no objections to this, she began to give David an account of what had been happening in Lumnia since he was sent to Earth. David listened silently, occasionally glancing over at Markus, but looking away before their eyes could actually meet. It was getting late, but Lylinora pressed on until bringing him up to date on the situation.
 
   “Let me see if I understand this,” David said when she had finished. “You are thinking about challenging Shinzan just because of an elf prophecy you happened to hear? Are you stupid, or just plain crazy?”
 
   “Not simply because of the prophecy,” Ganix corrected. “We are doing this because if we don’t, all life on this world will be extinguished. And you should not discount the wisdom of the elves so easily.”
 
   David threw up his hands. “And I’m supposed to care about this? Listen, I’m thirty-six years old. This hasn’t been my world for a long time. My family is dead; slaughtered by the very person you want to pick a fight with. I have nothing here.”
 
   “So you would allow the murder of your family to go unanswered?” said Markus. “Then you are a coward.” 
 
   “Fuck you,” snapped David. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “My family was killed as well,” Lylinora interjected. “Everything I once knew has been ripped away. I never met your father, but I knew of him. And you are right. He was a fool. He, along with the rest of the Council of Volnar, failed to act when there was still time. They allowed Shinzan to grow powerful. And when they did finally do something, they did so blindly. In the end, they paid dearly for their folly.” 
 
   She leaned in, compelling David to meet her gaze. “We will not be so foolish. Nor will we walk blindly into danger.” She raised her hand in an exaggerated sweeping motion. “Look around you. The dragons are keeping Shinzan at bay. The son of Praxis fights with us. Even the spirit of Martok the Destroyer has joined our cause. I do not think you a coward. But you would be a fool not to fear the Emperor. I know I do. But he can…no...he will be defeated. I know you would avenge your family if you believed there was a chance for us to win.” She reached out and took his hands, squeezing tightly. “There is a chance. I swear to you – there is.”
 
   Slowly, David’s face betrayed the deep sorrow he'd been concealing. Tears welled in his eyes, threatening to burst into a flood. “I saw what Shinzan can do,” he said. “I watched him raze my home to the ground and slaughter every one of the innocent people who lived nearby. They weren’t even soldiers. Just farmers and craftsmen. It didn’t matter how old or how young; he killed them all. How do you fight against that? With words and hope? My mother sent me away to protect me. She knew I would never be safe so long as Shinzan lived.” 
 
   He pulled his hand free of Lylinora's grip. “I was happy on Earth. I was safe. And now, here I am again. You want to know the truth? I don’t give a damn about revenge. My family is dead and there is nothing I can do to change that. So I don’t give a damn about Lumnia, or the elves, or the dragons, or you and your useless war.”
 
   With a flash of anger, Renald rose to his feet. “Then care for your own life. If you need a reason to fight, your own survival should surely be enough. Because if you choose to run and hide, Shinzan will find you, wherever you flee. He will certainly kill you, but very, very slowly. You will be begging him for death long before it ever arrives.” He loomed over David, his bent frame suddenly straight and menacing. “Or perhaps I should save our despised Emperor the trouble.” His hands began to glow green.
 
   This time, surprisingly, it was Markus who became the voice of reason. “Enough of this. If you want me to apologize for what I have done, then I will say that I'm sorry it was necessary. But bringing you back here could save millions of lives. I don’t blame you for being afraid - I really don’t. But you’re just going to have to find a way to get past it.”
 
   There was a long tense pause while David considered his situation. Eventually, he nodded. “Okay, you win. If there's no way back to Earth for me, I don’t really have a choice, do I?” He laid his head in his hands. “What do I need to do?”
 
   “Learn. Learn as much as you can, as fast as you can,” Renald told him. “I assume that you were well taught by your parents.”
 
   David looked up. “Yes. But I don’t remember most of it. Only a few spells. I was only fifteen.”
 
   “I am sure it will come back to you,” said Lylinora.
 
   They decided to spend the night in the canyon and head out in the morning. They talked for a time. It turned out that David was an engineering professor at M.I.T. After arriving on Earth, he was adopted by a couple who found him wandering the streets of Boston. Both were academics, and they'd seen to it that David was given the finest education.
 
   “It was difficult at first,” he said. “Learning English was hard enough, but learning to live without magic was something I couldn’t possibly have prepared for.”
 
   “Did you ever tell your adoptive parents the truth about where you are from?” asked Markus.
 
   “Once,” he replied. “After I graduated high school, we sat down together and I told them everything.”
 
   “And did they believe you?”
 
   “I don’t know. They just said that none of it mattered any longer. Earth was my home and I shouldn't worry about Lumnia.” He let out a derisive laugh. “I guess they were wrong about that. Anyway, they died a few years ago in a car accident.”
 
   “So you have no wife or children?” asked Lylinora.
 
   David spread his arms wide. “Hey, look at me. I’m not exactly a dashing hero. Not many women go for the skinny professor type.”
 
   Lylinora laughed. “Well at least here on Lumnia being a mage might turn some heads.”
 
   David huffed. “Being a mage here will probably get me killed long before that happens.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Ethan’s heart pounded wildly as the elf and dwarf armies hurried to form ranks. Apparently unwilling to simply wait any longer to be attacked, the Imperial soldiers had taken the initiative. They were now moving with great speed: far more than anyone expected of them. This had sent waves of alarm throughout the dwarf ranks, though the elves appeared to be far more relaxed about the situation. The fact remained that they still outnumbered the enemy two to one. Their scouts had reported that no Imperial reinforcements had arrived, and none were advancing from anywhere nearby.
 
   On the surface, it still looked as if this would be an easy victory. The battle plan would remain unchanged. They would punch straight through the center of the Imperial lines with all their strength and split the enemy in two. The elves would then close in around them.
 
   Ethan pleaded to be allowed in the fight, but Halvar stood fiercely against it. They would not put him at risk unless there was no other choice. Keira agreed, as did all but a few of the commanders.
 
   “There will be time enough for you to fight,” Halvar had told him. “Your battles will be upon you sooner than you think, I would imagine.”
 
   This was true. Ethan actually only needed to fight one battle – one that he was nowhere near ready to face just yet. Though the lessons Martok passed to him through Kat had increased his knowledge tremendously, he was still a long way short of being powerful enough to face Shinzan. 
 
   The mood of the elves was one of excitement and anticipation. Ethan was now keenly aware that his connection with them was far deeper than he first realized. They could not only feel the will of Lumnia and use its power to give them strength, they could actually share their thoughts and memories with each other. It was how many of them passed down learning and history from one generation to the next. However, not all chose this method of communication. Some elves found it far too personal an experience. The longer he was around them, the more Ethan was coming to realize that they were not as different from humans as they thought - or would care to admit. Elves were not some race with a single mind. That they were all connected to Lumnia did not mean they were without individuality. All the same, even the most reserved amongst them did not care for prolonged periods of solitude - not that most humans did either – but theirs was an almost fundamental need for the company of their own kind; as essential as food and water.
 
   Ethan glanced behind him. The battle would be fought within the shadow of the dwarf kingdom. The tall jagged peaks loomed ominously like the broken grin of some ancient god, there to witness the petty squabbles of mere mortals. It occurred to him that, should they have underestimated their foe, retreat would be incredibly difficult. The only road leading to the interior of the mountain was far too narrow. A withdrawal would take many hours. 
 
   The vast open field in which they would clash was uneven and littered with large boulders. This would give the elves a marked advantage by providing plenty of cover. 
 
   A hand touched Ethan on the shoulder. He looked to see Kat smiling at him. 
 
   “Are you nervous?” she asked.
 
   He nodded. “It’s different from what I’ve seen before.”
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed. “I've seen the old films about World War II. They used to come on after cartoons on Saturday morning.”
 
   Ethan chuckled. The thought of Kat watching events on television as if they were ancient history, when to him they had occurred only a short time ago, was oddly amusing. “This is more like something out of the King Arthur stories,” he said, grinning.
 
   “So I guess that makes you Merlin,” she added playfully. 
 
   Ethan cocked his head. “Didn’t Merlin die in the end?”
 
   She poked him hard in the ribs. “Not funny.”
 
   She had only just finished speaking when the blare of trumpets sounded in the distance. This was accompanied by a rhythmic deep thudding of drums. Both armies fell silent for a moment. The enemy was coming and soon the battle would be joined. 
 
   King Halvar and Keira approached. Halvar’s gleaming plate reflected the morning sun, giving him a slight aura. He was armed with a massive war hammer strapped across his back and a short sword on his belt. He walked with even, confident strides, eyes burning with deadly intent from beneath his helm. Every bit the warrior king, Ethan thought.
 
    In stark contrast to Halvar, Keira was clad in modest leather armor. Though plain and unadorned, Ethan knew that it would be functional in battle. Elves fought with speed and cunning rather than brute force, which made steel armor impractical for them. She carried two long knives, one hanging on each side of her belt, while a thin silver crown rested upon her brow.
 
   “They will be upon us within the hour,” Halvar announced. “I would have you two join me and Keira at the rear.”
 
   Ethan saw a look of displeasure appear on the elf's face. “What’s wrong?” he asked her.
 
   “King Halvar would have me cower like a frightened child while my people risk their lives,” grumbled Keira.
 
   “It is the price of leadership, I’m afraid,” Halvar told her. “Your value rests not in your arm, but in your mind. Even your own commanders agree on this point.”
 
   Keira sniffed. “My father never hid while others fought.”
 
   “Your father never fought in this kind of war,” Halvar pointed out. “No one has for hundreds of years. I assure you, I am as distressed as you are about not being in the thick of the battle. But I must sacrifice my pride to ensure the well-being of my people. As leaders, we can provide reassurance and comfort to those who are afraid and uncertain. We can give them the courage to fight on. But only if we are alive.”
 
   “My people are not afraid,” she said quickly.
 
   “Yes they are,” Ethan cut in. “They just hide it better than a human or a dwarf.”
 
   Keira glared at him for a moment. Her expression then relaxed and she nodded. “I will have to remember that you are now a part of us.”
 
   “There is no shame in fear,” said Halvar. “It is a test. One that I hope we shall all pass this day.”
 
   The four of them watched as the first of the enemy soldiers came into view. They were divided into three sections, with an unbroken wall of shields and long spears at the vanguard. The cavalry and archers followed at the rear. It was assumed they would possess a large number of dwarf weapons, but it was unclear how they intended using these. The elves, skilled archers that they were, considered bows to be just as effective when in the right hands, and Ethan knew they would not be underestimating the danger that human arrows might pose. The Imperial drums grew ever louder as the ranks slowed their march. Black and crimson banners attached to long poles fluttered in the stiff north wind. It was an impressive sight. Though outnumbered, they would not make the battle easy.
 
   Even the elves were affected by the spectacle. Ethan could feel this. As for the dwarves, they remained silent, though their tension was clear. The rapid beating of drums continued for more than a minute, increasing in tempo all the time. Then, after reaching a powerful crescendo, they abruptly stopped. All that could be heard was the wind and the creaking of leather on steel. 
 
   Kat took his hand and squeezed. “This is it.”
 
   The lonely call of a single trumpet sounded from the Imperial lines. A few moments later, three men rode out to the center of the field and halted. The man in the middle carried a white banner with a red stripe splitting it horizontally through the center.
 
   “Parlay,” muttered Halvar. “They wish to discuss terms.”
 
   “Terms for what?” asked Ethan.
 
   Halvar gave him a wicked smile. “Our surrender, of course.” He waved a dismissive hand. “A mere formality.” He looked to Keira. “Shall we?”
 
   She nodded. “And I think Lord Dragonvein should accompany us as well. There is no reason to conceal his presence. And perhaps the fear of a mage might well work to our advantage.”
 
   “Indeed it might,” Halvar agreed. He looked at Ethan. “That is, assuming you are willing.”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   He released Kat’s hand and met her eyes. “You should stay here.”   
 
   She opened her mouth to object, but Ethan cut her short. “I’ll need you watching my back, just in case they try something sneaky.”
 
   She nodded, her expression sour. “Fine. But if they try something…” A tiny ball of flame appeared at the tip of her finger. “They’ll wish they had never been born.”
 
   Ethan kissed her lightly before setting off with Halvar and Keira. Several dwarf and elf fighters hurried forth to serve as escorts, but Halvar waved them all away.
 
   “It is tradition that the commanders meet alone,” he told them. “I doubt they will be so reckless as to attack us. Especially when they discover they are facing a mage.”
 
   Ethan almost laughed out loud at the thought of anyone fearing him, though his amusement soon turned into anxiety as they walked toward the trio waiting for them in the center of the battlefield. They were all intimidatingly large men sitting proudly astride their mounts. Each was wearing resplendent black armor with a crimson raven splashed across their breastplates. Their helms were adorned with blood red feathers, and had silver ravens etched into either side. All three dismounted once Ethan and the others were about twenty yards away. 
 
   The man in the middle was a full head taller than Ethan, with penetrating brown eyes and a square jaw. The other two were massively broad in the shoulder, and though slightly shorter, just as imposing. At their sides hung heavily jeweled scabbards sheathing gold-hilted longswords. 
 
    Straightening his back, Ethan sucked in a deep breath. He needed to appear confident, even if he didn’t feel it. They halted when a few feet away. The Imperial Commanders all bowed in unison. Ethan and the other two returned the gesture.
 
   “I am General Mordechai Valmer,” said the man in the center. “To my left is General Plucio Hume, and to my right, Commander Anolin Fritsh.”
 
   Halvar regarded them steadily before making his own introductions. When the name Ethan Dragonvein was spoken, the three men immediately looked at one another, uncertainty on the faces. Their reaction brought an involuntary grin to the king’s lips.
 
   “Speak your terms,” he said.
 
   General Valmer looked directly at Ethan, his expression grim. “Now that we know Lord Dragonvein is among you, things have changed.”
 
   “How so?” Ethan asked.
 
   “You are to come with us,” replied Valmer. “The Emperor would have you delivered to him unharmed if possible. Should you remain with the dwarves, you will almost certainly die.”
 
   Ethan sneered. “Is that all?”
 
   “No,” Valmer replied. “The dwarves and elves are to lay down their arms and return to their homes. I give you this final chance to alter your path. Refuse, and not a single one of you will live to see the sun set this day.”
 
   Halvar laughed contemptuously. “Can you not count?  You are easily outnumbered.”
 
   Valmer’s face was a stone mask. “You have the Emperor’s terms.”
 
   “Then we are done here,” Halvar told him. Without another word, he spun on his heels and started back. 
 
   Keira and Ethan were quickly at his side.
 
   “Something is not right,” Keira remarked. “They can clearly see our superior numbers. And they will surely know that you possess a large number of dwarf weapons. Yet in spite of this, they seem certain of their victory.”
 
   Halvar waved a dismissive hand. “Arrogance - nothing more. They think we will lose heart.” He shot her a confident grin. “We will not.” 
 
   The doubtful look remained on Keira's face. Ethan had to agree that it was unnerving. General Valmer had made almost no attempt to talk them into surrendering, and appeared completely unshaken by the force arrayed against him. He was either a fool, or there was far more to this than they were aware. Ethan hoped for the former…but something was warning him that it was almost certainly the latter.
 
   Kat eyed him as they reached the lines. He forced a smile and took her hand.
 
   “I want you to be ready,” he whispered. 
 
   “Ready for what?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   Kat nodded.
 
   All the different spells he might be able to use should the unexpected happen began running through Ethan's mind. Though many he had learned were indeed powerful, only a few could be used against such a large number of foes. A glance at Kat told him she was doing exactly the same thing.
 
   They climbed a low rise just beyond the rear echelon where they could overlook the battlefield. The Imperial army, although impressive, looked small compared to the combined elf and dwarf forces. Ethan was aware that there were thousands more dwarf fighters still within the mountain as well. He knew Halvar had not wanted to show Shinzan his full strength. He felt he had enough to crush his foe. That was all he cared about.
 
   They waited several minutes, all the time expecting the Imperials to charge. But they did nothing apart from merely stare at them across the field. 
 
   “What are they waiting for?” mused Halvar. 
 
   As if in reply, a massive roar reverberated off the mountainside. Impossibly deep and immeasurably powerful, it drew thousands of eyes instantly skyward.
 
   Though Halvar and Keira appeared confused, Ethan knew at once what was making the terrible sound.  “Get your people back inside the mountain!” he shouted. 
 
   Both of them were slow to react. Another tremendous roar shook the ground. Dwarf and elf alike covered their ears, searching desperately for the source. 
 
   Ethan gripped Halvar by the shoulders and shook him to attention. “I said get your people inside the damn mountain.”
 
   But it was too late. From above the treetops the dragon appeared, silver scales shimmering in the light of the morning sun. It hovered a hundred feet or so above the field and let out yet another roar, this one even louder than the first two. Any trace of order vanished. Elf and dwarf lines alike immediately began to scatter as the frightened soldiers moved back. But the sheer volume of their numbers was making it impossible to escape.
 
   “Retreat to the mountain!” cried Halvar, running toward what remained of his lines.
 
   Keira burst into a dead run toward the left flank without uttering a word.
 
   Ethan grabbed Kat’s arms. “Stay here!”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   There was no time to argue. Ethan chased after the king, with Kat right on his heels. Even from such a height, the wind from the creature's massive wings blew down on them like a storm. Halvar was desperately pulling his people back and pointing to the mountain, ordering them to retreat. 
 
   Ethan looked up at the dragon and reached out in an attempt to make a connection with it. But there was nothing. It was as if the beast did not exist. Somehow, it had been cut off from both its kin and the spirit of Lumnia. 
 
   Arrows streaked skyward from the elf ranks, but they simply bounced off the dragon's hide. By now, some dwarves had regained their senses sufficiently to fire their rods, but these too had little effect. A few seconds later, the dragon began descending. As it landed only fifty feet from the vanguard, a great sucking sound carried over the commotion of terrified cries. Anguish tore at Ethan. He knew what was about to happen. But he was helpless to stop it.
 
   The fire spewed forth from its gaping maw, consuming at least twenty dwarves in a single burst. Screams of agony mingled with renewed cries of terror. It was then Ethan spotted a figure riding atop the back of the dragon. It was cloaked in a red robe, with the hood pushed back to reveal his features. Ethan recognized him immediately. Hronso. 
 
   Arrows continued to bounce ineffectively off the beast’s hide. While hundreds of dwarves tried desperately to escape to the mountain, the elves were forming a line on either side of the dragon. Another stream of blazing death enveloped the dwarves to the front of it. 
 
   Ethan looked to Kat. “Can you push back the fire?”
 
   Without replying, she waved her hands and yelled “Vetrivi!” just as the dragon released another assault. A gale force blast of wind threw back the flames an instant before they would have consumed dozens of more victims. 
 
   As the enraged beast turned toward them, a burst of blue light shot from Ethan's hand, striking it on the foreleg and sending it lurching back. But it was a short-lived victory. It shook its head violently while recovering, very nearly dislodging Hronso from his perch, then immediately charged, cutting a broad swath through the crowd of dwarf soldiers. 
 
   Kat grabbed Ethan’s hand. “Run!”
 
   The dragon was heading straight for them at amazing speed for something so massive; far faster than Ethan ever realized they could move. He muttered another spell, praying that this one would give them a bit more breathing space. Directly above the dragon’s head, three great eagles appeared. In a concerted attack they swooped down, clawing at the beast's eyes in an attempt to blind it. But this was no more than a mere annoyance. Three times in rapid succession it snapped its jaws down on its feathered attackers, each one blinking out of existence the moment it was bitten. 
 
   More arrows poured in from the elves. Some of the archers had moved in close enough to actually pierce the dragon’s hide – but only slightly. Certainly not enough to do any real damage. Kat paused long enough to shoot a series of flames at the dragon’s head. But this had no effect whatsoever.
 
   “Fire doesn’t work,” Ethan shouted above the clamor of voices. He pointed Kat toward the elf’s left flank. “Over there. We need to lead it away.”
 
   By now the dragon had renewed its charge, crushing anyone in its path. Some tried to hack at its legs with their axes as it passed, but if this injured the animal, it gave no indication. More dwarf rods struck, though with no better success than the arrows. Ethan looked back. The beast would be on them in moments. He sought his memory desperately for yet another spell that might delay it. 
 
   “Jata Piasti,” he shouted. 
 
   The ground erupted at the dragon’s feet, forcing it to veer sharp left. Infuriated, it spewed fire straight toward them. Kat was only just able to divert the blast upward before they were roasted. 
 
   As they neared the left flank of the elf army, Ethan spotted Keira directing her archers and shouting orders. She saw the pair running toward her and pointed to the dragon’s legs. “Slow the beast down,” she cried. 
 
   Dozens of arrows whizzed by Ethan before going on to strike the dragon’s legs, many of them passing so close that he could feel the wind on his face as they flew by. Again, he glanced back to cast a spell. This time the earth exploded directly beneath the dragon’s belly. But not even this was sufficient to hamper its progress. Thanks to its enormous weight, it remained solidly on the ground and barely broke stride. 
 
   More fire shot from the dragon’s mouth, but this time it was directed at the elves. They scattered with remarkable swiftness, though an unlucky few were still caught in the inferno. Their dying screams of agony ripped away at Ethan's soul. As much as this tormented him, he knew he must not stop running, or even pause for a second. 
 
   A blur of motion passed before his eyes. But before he could establish the cause, Kat was sent reeling, landing face first on the jagged ground. Ethan slid to a halt. General Hronso was standing right in front of him, a long curved blade in his hand and a vicious grin on his face.
 
   “It's over, mage,” he growled.
 
   Ethan’s fury erupted. Without thinking, his hand shot out to send a bolt of lightning sizzling into Hronso’s chest. The Rakasa staggered backwards, landing in an untidy heap several feet away. 
 
   Kat was just lying there, blood trickling down the back of her neck from where Hronso had struck with the hilt of his sword. Ethan moved to help her, but before he had completed so much as a single step, a mighty force slammed violently into his side. So powerful was the blow, it sent him sliding across the ground like a rag doll thrown aside by an angry child. Even before he rolled to a stop, intense pain shot through him. He knew straight away that his arm was broken, as well as several ribs. He looked over to where he had previously been standing and saw the dragon glaring back at him with empty black eyes. He tried to move, but then realized his right leg was broken as well. 
 
   General Hronso was already back on his feet, smiling fiendishly. “Take him,” he commanded.
 
   The dragon took a step toward Ethan, its massive claws churning up hunks of rock and soil. He knew there was nothing he could do. This was the end. 
 
   A shadow overhead caught the corner of his eye. The next thing he knew, a white streak slammed into the dragon, the fierceness of the contact producing an ear-splitting crack. With a mighty roar of anger, the creature toppled over onto its side. Ethan could only look on with a mixture of wonder and relief. Maytra was atop the silver dragon, her claws dug deep into its mid-section. She had grown much since the last time he'd seen her – though she was still less than a quarter the size of her opponent.
 
   Hronso stared in shock and disbelief as his dragon, which by now had recovered from the surprise of the initial attack, fought back ferociously. He moved forward to aid it, but a nearby group of elves set upon him, driving him away with a barrage of steel. Only the general’s unnatural speed and skill saved him from being hacked to pieces. Realizing that he had little chance against so many skilled warriors, he quickly withdrew with the elves hard on his heels.
 
   Maytra was now clawing and snapping at the silver dragon's head and neck. Though much smaller, she was more agile and able to inflict several deep wounds. For a time it looked as if she would actually prevail. But then, in a flurry of movement, the silver dragon twisted and swiped at her with a taloned claw, striking Maytra just beneath her left wing. Blood spewed from a foot long gash and sent her hard to the ground.  Ethan cried out as the beast clamped down on Maytra's neck with dagger-like teeth. Her agonized screech tore into him. He could feel every bit of her pain as the mighty jaws tightened their hold.
 
   Though still reeling from the dragon's blow, he struggled up into a seated position and extended his undamaged arm. A stream of blinding white light shot forth, striking the dragon squarely in the right haunch. It immediately released its hold on Maytra, allowing her body to fall limply onto the ground. Ethan’s heart froze. He could feel that she still lived…but barely. 
 
   His attack had left a smoldering wound roughly the size of a man’s hand in the dragon's hide. Its black eyes swung toward him, the low growl that quickly followed clearly stating its menacing intent. In a single leap it spanned the distance between them, landing with earth-shaking force, a huge front leg planted on either side of Ethan. 
 
   Heart racing, he tried to scramble back, but his shattered limbs would not allow this. Hot breath was bearing down on him. He looked up. The dragon’s snout was now mere inches from his face. It opened its mouth to finish its work, saliva mixed with Maytra’s blood dripping from its teeth. 
 
   A deep commanding voice called out. “No. He is for the Emperor.”
 
   It was Hronso returning. With several arrows protruding from his back and a series of deep cuts across his arms and chest, he should have been staggering. Yet, incredibly, he still strode along with unrelenting purpose. There was no sign of the elves who had been pursuing him. They must either be dead or have given up the chase, Ethan considered. 
 
   Hronso moved in close. After pulling a small flask from his belt and opening it with his teeth, his steely fingers forced Ethan's jaws wide apart. Without uttering a word, he began pouring the contents into his mouth. Ethan tried hard to resist, but no matter how much he struggled and retched, most of the liquid was soon ingested anyway. Tossing aside the empty flask, the general then jumped onto the dragon's back.
 
   The effect of the drug was almost instantaneous. Ethan’s head began swimming and his eyes lost all focus. The last thing he remembered was a rush of air as the dragon carried him skyward. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Keira stared up in horror at the dragon flying away with Ethan gripped firmly in its claws. But there was no time to dwell on this. Across the battlefield, the Imperial army had now let loose a huge barrage of arrows. The scattered and unprepared dwarves were taking the worst of it, the deadly missiles killing dozens of them in the first assault. A few elves were struck, but their numbers remained strong. Keira shouted for her archers to return fire. Without hesitation, they let loose three rapid volleys before the Imperials could manage even one more. This was enough to convince the enemy commanders it was time to charge. 
 
   King Halvar, seeing what had happened, began rallying his men to turn and fight. They still outnumbered the Imperials, in spite of the enormous damage the dragon had caused. But their lines were currently scattered, whereas the humans were organized.  Barking out orders at their backs, he desperately tried to position his forces well enough to withstand the initial attack.
 
   The elves let fly their arrows twice more before the attackers managed to cross the field. Keira spotted Kat still lying unconscious near to where Ethan had been taken and immediately ordered two of her men to hurry over and carry her to safety. Just as they were lifting her up, the two armies finally collided in brutal, hand-to-hand combat. The ring of clashing swords and battering of shields was deafening. Cries of fury and pain swirled around the field like a macabre symphony.
 
   Though the elves were managing to hold their ground on the flanks, the dwarves in the center were being pushed swiftly back. More than a thousand of them had fallen in the first few minutes of battle. But Halvar was not going to be so easily beaten. Raising his axe, he charged into the thick of the fray, pulling away from his personal guard and roaring out a feral battle cry. The mere sight of this was more than enough to inspire his people, rousing them to fight even harder. With their king a powerful figurehead battling in their midst, they had soon partly reformed their lines and managed to prevent the Imperials from advancing any further.
 
   After an hour of furious fighting across the entire front, the tide finally began to turn. Out wide, the elves were now pushing the enemy to the very brink of retreat. Seeing this, the Imperial commander pulled some of his men away from the center and sent in all of his remaining soldiers. 
 
   This was just the encouragement the hard pressed dwarves needed. With each fresh surge they regained precious yards of lost ground. Further and further they forced the Imperials back until it became evident that the day would soon be won. Keira couldn’t help but admire the courage of her new allies. Halvar had to be practically dragged from the field once it was clear that victory was assured. 
 
    One of his personal guards came running over to her. He was covered in blood and carried a multitude of cuts on his face and hands. “My Lady,” he said. “Would you please join King Halvar at the rear?”
 
   Satisfied that her fighters now had everything in hand, Keira did as requested. On reaching the king, she saw that he had suffered a deep wound to his left arm. His breastplate had also been hacked almost completely in two, and must surely be concealing serious injuries. Even the slight nod of welcome he gave caused him to wince in pain.
 
   “I am pleased to see you,” he said. 
 
   “Are you hurt badly?” she asked.
 
   “I will live. Though it will be some time before I am healed.” He looked down at his ruined armor. “That said, were it not for the skill of our smiths, I would most certainly be speaking to my ancestors.”
 
   A series of short trumpet blasts sounded from the enemy, signaling their full retreat. Halvar breathed a heavy sigh of relief. As he did so, his exhausted legs began to wobble. Keira quickly took his arm and helped him into a seated position on the ground.
 
   “You have done well,” Halvar said. “Your skill as a leader in battle has saved us all.”
 
   “As did your courage,” she said, bowing her head slightly. 
 
   The king gave a labored chuckle. “And to think I imagined we would both be witnessing the battle from back here.”
 
   “Having seen so much death up close, I almost wish it had been so.”
 
   Large numbers of dwarves and elves were now giving chase to the defeated enemy. A group of elves had also surrounded the fallen Maytra, kneeling beside her with downcast eyes. The dragon was stirring, but was obviously unable to move.
 
   “Can your people heal it?” asked Halvar. 
 
   “We will try.”
 
   “And what of Ethan? He is in the hands of Shinzan. We must find a way to free him.”
 
   Keira nodded. “Yes. But we must first attend to matters at hand. With a dragon to aid him, Shinzan has a weapon we cannot match. Even if we somehow manage to free Ethan, it is already clear that he is no match for the beast. We need to find a way of killing it, or this war will be over before it truly begins.”
 
   Before Halvar could respond, a burst of fire exploding off to their left seized their attention. Keira leapt to her feet, instantly knowing the cause. She headed over at a fast run to where her two elves had been watching over Kat.
 
   She was now on her feet, legs spread wide apart and fists glowing bright red. Her face was twisted grotesquely, giving her the appearance of a madwoman. “Where is Ethan?” she demanded.
 
   The two elves in front of her were holding out their hands, trying to calm her down.
 
   “Ethan is gone,” called Keira, attracting her attention before she could lash out and injure the guards. “Shinzan has taken him.”
 
   On hearing this, Kat's lips trembled and tears instantly formed. Unable to contain her desperation, she let loose a huge tower of vertical flames, screaming hysterically. This continued for a full minute until abruptly, all energy seemed to drain from her. The flames vanished and she collapsed to her knees, her body shuddering from great sobs. Keira knelt beside her and placed a hand on her shoulders.
 
   “I need you to be strong,” she said. “Your help is needed.” 
 
   When Kat refused to look up, Keira placed a finger under her chin and firmly lifted her head. “We will try to save Ethan, I swear it. But Maytra is in need of your help. She suffered badly when trying to battle the much larger beast.”
 
   Kat gazed across the field to where the dragon lay. Having been unconscious when Maytra arrived, it took a short time for her to realize what must have happened. When she did, she shook her head. “I...I’m not a healer. Lylinora only taught me a few healing spells. I can’t heal a dragon.”
 
   “You must try. If we are to have any hope at all of rescuing Ethan, we will need Maytra’s help. She has to live.”
 
   The logic of this went some way toward firming Kat's resolve. She nodded and allowed Keira to help her to her feet. “Yes, I'll do my best,” she said, wiping her face on her sleeve.
 
   Keira smiled. “My men will escort you over to her. For now, I must see to my people.” She gestured for the two guards to step forward and kissed Kat on the cheek. “Be strong.”
 
   With Kat on her way over to the stricken dragon, Keira began assessing the damage done in battle. Those dwarves who were not pursuing the remnants of the Imperial force were already tending to the huge number of wounded. Keira stared out over the carnage. The price of victory was going to be high.
 
   It was well into the night before she saw King Halvar again. With a fresh set of clothes and wounds bandaged, he now looked marginally better. Reports had come in that only a very small number of Shinzan’s troops had managed to escape their pursuers, and Keira had little doubt that those few survivors would very soon be reporting to him of their enemy's ferocity. Meanwhile, a large area at the base of the road leading into the mountain had already been transformed into a temporary hospital for the most seriously injured. Any wounded who could walk or safely be moved - both dwarf and elf alike - were being taken directly into Elyfoss. 
 
   On seeing Keira approach, Halvar gave her a respectful nod and invited her to join him in a small tent that had been erected for his personal use. Inside, a cot and a table with four chairs had been placed. Assisted by a young dwarf, Halvar sat down heavily. Keira took a seat opposite.
 
   “How is the girl?” the king asked.
 
   “Distraught, as one would expect.”
 
   He nodded grimly. “I share her feelings. Without Lord Dragonvein, what hope is there?” 
 
   He motioned for the young dwarf to bring him a bottle that was sitting on the cot and then dismissed him. After taking a long drink of the whiskey, he offered the bottle to Keira, but she politely refused. “Though it is a terrible thing to admit,” he continued, “it would seem there really is no way to rescue him. Not if he is with Shinzan. Any attempt would be futile.”
 
   “I can promise you that Kat will think otherwise,” Keira told him.
 
   “Then we must convince her of her folly. The war is upon us. There is no turning back now. Even without Lord Dragonvein, we have no choice but to fight on. We will be needing her powers in the days ahead.”
 
   “She will try regardless,” Keira pointed out. “And I suspect there is little either of us can do to stop her.” 
 
   Halvar thought on this for a moment, then threw up his hands in frustration. The sudden movement sent pain shooting through his body, causing him to suck breath sharply through his teeth. “My mind cannot focus on these matters for now. There has been too much pain and loss today. Much of it is due to my own blindness. I should have known the Emperor would not have sent such a small force to face us without motive. But I thought he was merely planning to unleash some of the powerful weapons we made for him. I never would have suspected…a dragon.”
 
   “I should have known too,” Keira admitted, remembering the group of elves she had come across mysteriously consumed by fire. “I saw warning signs during my journey here.”
 
   “You are new to leadership,” Halvar told her. “I am not. I am accustomed to seeing through subterfuge and deceit. But for some reason I thought my enemy a fool, when in truth that flaw rests only with myself.”
 
   “There is no point in assigning blame, Your Highness. You rallied your people and saved many lives today. Even my people are talking of your valor.”
 
   He waved a dismissive hand. “Saving people from a trap that I led them into in the first place is not valor. It is an obligation.”
 
   Keira regarded him steadily, then said: “My father once told me that only a great fool tortures his heart over what cannot be undone. Learn from your mistakes, forgive yourself, and move on. You will be no good to your people should you fall into despair.”
 
   Halvar pondered on these words. “You are right, of course,” he said, forcing a smile. “You will one day surpass his wisdom, of that I am certain. Thank you.”
 
   A tall elf clad in battle worn leather armor pushed back the tent flap. His face was smeared with blood and grime, and the blade at his side was bent and chipped. “The human called Kat has collapsed,” he announced.
 
   Keira and Halvar both shot to their feet. 
 
   “What happened?” Halvar demanded.
 
   “We think she has exhausted herself healing the dragon. She lives, but we are unsure as to her condition.”
 
   “And the dragon?” asked Keira, a hint of hope in her voice.
 
   “Whatever magic she used appears to have helped. Though admittedly, none of us have any real knowledge of a dragon's anatomy. So it is difficult to know for certain.”
 
   “Bring Kat here,” Halvar commanded. He turned to Keira. “Do you have any healers who are familiar with humans?”
 
   “Humans are not so different from elves,” she said. These opening words caused a fleeting scowl to appear on the messenger's face, so she added by way of qualification: “That is to say, their bodies react similarly to our healing.”
 
   “I will fetch a healer,” the elf said before hurrying away.
 
   Keira ducked outside for a moment, quickly returning with a thick blanket and a clean pair of cotton pants and matching shirt. Another elf followed her in bearing a bowl of water and a rag. 
 
   A few minutes later, a fairly old female healer and the guards carrying Kat arrived. Halvar immediately exited the tent, allowing Keira the privacy to clean and dress her. With this done, she joined the king outside so that the healer could continue with her work unhindered. 
 
   “Did she stir?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Keira replied, her expression solemn. For now, there was nothing else to be said.
 
   More than an hour passed before the healer emerged. “The girl is suffering from extreme exhaustion,” she stated. “The magic she used has drained her utterly.”
 
   “But she will be all right?” Halvar asked.
 
   “I should think so,” the healer replied. “She is young and strong. But she must rest for at least two days before being allowed to rise. And I would advise that she refrains from undertaking anything too strenuous for at least a day beyond that.”
 
   “How long will she be asleep?” asked Keira.
 
   The old woman shrugged. “Until her body recovers well enough for her to open her eyes. I will return in the morning to check on her progress. But for now, there are many others who are in need of my care.”
 
   In a subtle way, the healer was telling them that she was not best pleased to have spent time treating a human when her own wounded kin were in need of her. But she gave no other sign of disrespect and bowed courteously before leaving.
 
   “I will stay with Kat tonight,” Keira said. She regarded the king’s aspect. It was taking a tremendous effort for him to mask the pain he was still in. “And if you would be so kind as to stay here as well, Your Highness.”
 
   Halvar laughed softly. “Is my infirmity so obvious?” He waved a hand before she could reply. “I’ll do as you wish. But one of us should be visible while we attempt to pick up the pieces of this terrible day.” He gingerly touched his chest where the shirt covered a mass of bandages. “The salve my healers use takes at least a day to become effective. Until then, I should indeed rest.”
 
   Keira leaned down and kissed the king’s cheek. “Rest well. I will tend to matters in your stead.”
 
   Once another cot had been brought, she walked down to where Maytra was now being guarded by more than a hundred elves. Even a few dwarves had come to join them in their vigil. Keira couldn’t help but be moved by the sight of the two old foes, now brought together in a single purpose. Evidence of my father’s wisdom, she told herself. She suddenly missed him terribly, and was forced to choke back tears. Setting her sorrow aside, she moved closer to Maytra.
 
   Her eyes were shut, but her breathing was deep and steady. The wounds where the silver dragon had sank its teeth in were now closed – although the scales had been torn away, revealing a deep brown hide beneath. 
 
   Keira knelt and placed a hand on Maytra’s snout. 
 
   “The human mage did well,” came a soft female voice from behind her.
 
   She looked around to see a young elf woman wearing a leather jerkin and trousers holding a brass lantern. “Yes, she did,” Keira agreed.
 
   “I have never witnessed such raw determination,” the girl continued. “I hope she will not pay too high a price for her efforts.”
 
   “Our healer says she is just exhausted,” Keira informed her. “But tell me, has the dragon stirred at any time?”
 
   “Once, that's all. Just after the human collapsed. But only for a few seconds. We were wondering if we should attempt to move her.”
 
   Keira shook her head. “I think she should remain where she is for now. Though we should increase the numbers on guard here just in case the Emperor sends someone to harm her.”
 
   A grizzled dwarf with a matted beard and battered armor stepped forward. “With your permission, My Lady, I will ask for volunteers among my people.”
 
   Keira smiled. “I would be most grateful for that. Thank you.”
 
   The dwarf bowed and walked away at a brisk pace.
 
   “They are not as I had expected,” remarked the young elf woman with the lantern. “The dwarves, I mean.”
 
   “No, they are not,” Keira agreed. “What a great pity it is that we must learn these lessons through war and death.”
 
   By dawn, more than three hundred elves and dwarves had formed a protective circle around Maytra. King Halvar emerged from his tent, if not looking completely refreshed, then certainly in a much better condition than the night before. Clearly the dwarf medicine had been effective. 
 
   Kat finally awoke around mid-morning, though she was still far too weak to rise. Keira joined her and spoke of Maytra's condition.
 
   “I did what I could,” Kat said.
 
   Keira placed a hand tenderly on her forehead. “You did well. You have saved her life.” 
 
   Tears welled in Kat's eyes. “But what next? Will you really help me save Ethan?”
 
   Keira nodded. “I will. But I must be honest with you. At this moment I have no idea how such a thing can be achieved. It is impossible to enter the Imperial palace without Shinzan’s knowledge. To attempt it means certain death. And though I know you would willingly sacrifice yourself, it would serve no good purpose. Should you try, you will be killed and Ethan will still be in Shinzan's clutches. Your sacrifice will have been in vain.”
 
   “Then what can we do?” Kat pleaded, struggling to maintain some semblance of composure.  
 
   “For now, nothing, I’m afraid. We will need to have a plan before any action can take place. But I give you my word I will do everything I can to find a way as quickly as possible.”
 
   Keira stayed with her until well into the afternoon. Halvar arrived later on and they ate together, though Kat remained silent throughout the meal. Eventually, she fell asleep, allowing Keira to slip outside. She found Halvar near the healing pavilion. His brow was deeply creased in thought.
 
   “I’ve been over it in my mind a thousand times,” he said. “There is simply no way we can rescue Ethan while he is inside Shinzan's palace. No way at all.”
 
   “Kat will not accept this,” Keira replied. “But I am forced to agree with you. Any attempt would be doomed to failure.”
 
   Halvar sighed deeply. “Then let us pray to the spirits that he somehow finds a way to free himself. That seems to be our only hope.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Renald had been weeping for hours, unable to leave his bed since feeling death creeping ever closer to his beloved Maytra. “No….please no,” were the only words he had sobbed repeatedly throughout this time. He knew she had fought bravely, and was now paying the price for her courage. He had literally felt Maytra's agony as the terrible wound was inflicted. And as her life slowly ebbed, the pain in his heart was growing ever more intense.
 
   Lylinora had tried several times to ask him what was wrong, but he refused to speak to her. Even Markus had tried and met with the same predictable rebuff. 
 
   It wasn’t until late that night that Renald suddenly sprang up from his bed. Lylinora was seated on the sofa reading a story aloud to Markus, while Val, Jake and David were talking quietly at the table about their homes on Earth. In an amazing turnaround of mood, Renald began jumping up and down and waving his arms about with sheer joy. So energetic were his celebrations, it was several minutes before any of the startled others were able to get anything out of the old mage. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Lylinora yet again.
 
   “She lives!” he cried. “She lives!”
 
   “Who lives?” asked Markus.
 
   “Maytra,” he shouted, a giddy smile on his face. “Kat has saved her.”
 
   “Kat?” Markus repeated. “What the hell are you babbling about?”
 
   Renald spun around and danced over to the cupboard to grab a bottle of wine. After pouring himself a large cupful, he finally took a seat and drained the entire contents in a single gulp. Sighing with happiness, he then closed his eyes, a tiny smile still lingering on his lips.
 
   Lylinora walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Please, Renald. Tell us what has happened.”
 
   He smiled up at her. “As you know, Maytra left here to help Ethan. I’m not exactly sure what happened, but I can say for certain that she was mortally wounded. I could feel her slowly dying all through the afternoon and evening. Then, just as the last traces of life were about to leave her body, a miracle happened. She was saved.”
 
   “And you are sure it was Kat who saved her?” 
 
   “Absolutely,” he replied, pouring another cup of wine. “For the briefest of moments I could see through her eyes. Kat was healing her wounds.”
 
   “Is Maytra the dragon you spoke of before?” asked David.
 
   Renald nodded. “She left just before you arrived.”
 
   “Do you know what it was that hurt her?” asked Markus.
 
   “No, I was unable to see that.” 
 
   Markus sat down across from the old mage, a worried look on his face. “Did you see anything else at all?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not a thing. The connection lasted mere seconds. The only thing I caught a glimpse of was Kat healing her.”
 
   “And this…connection,” Markus continued. “Do you think you could use it again to find out what has happened?”
 
   Renald considered this for a moment. “Perhaps. I have always had a special bond with Maytra. But after she strengthened it, I never thought very much on how I might make use of it.”
 
   “Try,” said Markus. “We need to know what could have done so much damage to a dragon. Any news about Ethan and Kat would good too.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   After carefully folding his hands in his lap, Renald reached out with his mind. Since Maytra had left, the increasingly great distance separating them had dulled their connection. Though he still felt her presence, her voice had slowly faded until it was barely a whisper. He could feel that she was still in pain. But her life was no longer in danger. 
 
   Can you hear me, he called out?
 
   At first there was no response. Then a wave of affirmation came over him. Not in words, just a feeling. She could hear him. He knew it.
 
   How did this happen, he asked?
 
   Ethan…gone, was all that came back. 
 
   Gone? What do you mean, gone?
 
   But there was no further rely. He repeated the question several times before giving up.
 
   With a heavy sigh, he pushed the chair back and told the others what Maytra had said. “She was too weak to tell me more,” he concluded.
 
   The worried look on Markus’ face had taken on a definite hint of dread. “Try again,” he pressed. “I need to know what she means by 'Ethan gone'.”
 
   Lylinora was equally distraught. “Yes. Please try again.”
 
   “It’s no use,” Renald insisted. “Maytra is far too weak right now. Once she’s had some time to heal, then I’ll ask her again. But for now, there is nothing more I can do.”
 
   David huffed a laugh. “So this is the great savior you told me about, is it? The one who you kidnapped me to help? Gone!” He shook his head. “It figures.”
 
   Markus swung around to face him, his features twisted with rage. Before anyone else could move, he leapt to his feet and landed a crushing right hand to David's nose. Blood sprayed everywhere as he jerked hard back in his chair. But Markus' anger was far from satisfied. Reaching down, he grabbed David by the collar, the other fist drawn back to continue with the punishment.
 
   “Stop!” shouted Lylinora, her hand shooting out.
 
   Before Markus could strike again, a line of green smoke wrapped itself tightly around his body, jerking him back.
 
   “Let me go,” he roared. 
 
   “Not until you calm yourself,” Lylinora told him.
 
   David scrambled away, blood gushing down his face. He raised his hands. Instantly, they glowed red. “You son-of-a-bitch,” he snarled.
 
   Renald sprang up. “That’s enough.”
 
   The glow around David’s hands vanished in a blink. He looked at them with utter confusion. “What the hell?”
 
   Lylinora placed herself in front of Markus and, with a stern warning look, released him from her hold. Slowly, his posture relaxed and he sat back down. She kissed his forehead, then crossed over to the still perplexed David.
 
   “Renald has cut you off from magic,” she explained. “And you had better be grateful he did. Because if you'd harmed Markus in any way…” She allowed the threat to hang in the air.
 
   “Cut me off? That’s not possible. And in case you didn’t notice, he attacked me.”
 
   “And I’ll do it again if you don't watch it, you little shit,” Markus hissed. 
 
   Lylinora placed her hands on David's broken nose. In just a few seconds it was completely healed. “Now go clean yourself up,” she told him.
 
   He folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not going anywhere until you explain to me what just happened.”
 
   A wicked grin appeared on Renald's face as he waved his hand. It took David only a moment to realize that all his clothes had suddenly vanished.
 
   The sight of this drew a boisterous laugh from Jake, who up until now had been watching the scene impassively. To him, this was just another bar brawl. He looked down. “Yeah. I guess it is kind of cold in here,” he chuckled.
 
   Everyone, including Markus, began laughing along with him. Their amusement increased even further when a red-faced David, doing his best to cover himself, scurried awkwardly out of the door.
 
   “Poor guy,” remarked Val as soon as he'd disappeared from sight. “Ya’ll shouldn't be so mean to him.”
 
   “Oh, Lord,” moaned Jake. “Here we go again.”
 
   Val punched him on the arm. “You shut up. It’s not his fault. You were mad as hell too when you first got here. He just needs some time. I’m sure he didn’t mean to piss you off, Markus.”
 
   “Well, he'd better take care with what he says about my best friend,” he retorted. 
 
   “Val’s right,” said Lylinora. “We should not be so quick to judge. I think we've all received kindness and understanding at some time recently when our behavior did not deserve it.”
 
   Markus looked at her sideways and sighed. “You’re right…as usual.”
 
   She smiled. “And you are wise to understand this.”
 
   Markus turned to Renald. “So how long do you think it will be before you can ask Maytra what's happened to Ethan?”
 
   The old mage took his seat. “I wish I knew. But rest assured I will keep trying.”
 
   “And what if he’s…you know...” asked Val.
 
   Markus took a deep breath. “Then we fight on. What else can we do?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Ethan forced his eyes open. The flickering light from a dim lantern placed in the corner of the room only served to give the gray stone walls surrounding him an ominous appearance. The chains holding him securely to the rear wall were dauntingly thick, and the shackles around his wrist so tight that they bit deeply into his flesh. His shattered limbs had been healed, but for what reason, he could only guess. There were no furnishings, only an iron door on the far side of the hard slate floor.
 
   He had no memory of anything after the dragon had seized him in its unrelenting grip. All the same, he was absolutely certain as to where he now was. And he was equally certain that escape from Shinzan's stronghold would be impossible. Dread filled his heart. Not due to the prospect of death or torture, but because he knew that Kat would stop at nothing to rescue him. And if she tried, she would most surely die too.
 
   He racked his mind in an effort to think of a spell that might free him. Fire perhaps? If he could just heat the chains…
 
   Disappointment quickly followed. Any attempt at creating a spell was useless - he had been completely cut off from magic. He laughed caustically. Of course Shinzan would have taken precautions. But then, as his desperation sunk to its lowest level, a name flashed into his mind.
 
   His voice called into the torrent of souls residing within. Help me. I need you. 
 
   Little fool, replied Martok almost immediately. You have doomed us all.
 
   I need your help.
 
   Help? What help do you think I can give you now?
 
   Ethan could feel Martok withdraw. His ancestor was right. He had doomed them all. At the time, it had not occurred to him to call upon Martok to fight the dragon. Too late, he realized that this was what he should have done. Martok could surely have defeated the creature. And now, his only choice was to sit in this depressing cell and await death at the hands of Shinzan.
 
   As the minutes turned to hours, Ethan tried to force the fear from his heart. But the anticipation of things to come still wormed their way through him. Would Shinzan kill him quickly? He prayed so. But given the many tales he had heard of the man's cruelty, he doubted it. His death would almost certainly be slow and excruciating.
 
   After a time the lantern exhausted its fuel, leaving him in total darkness. In a way, this was surprisingly comforting. He was able to picture Kat’s smile and imagined her touch on his cheek. 
 
   “Courage,” he whispered. 
 
   “Courage, you say,” repeated a deep yet soothing voice. It sounded as if it came from all directions. “That is something you will not possess in the end, foolish boy. Soon you will come to understand the reason why I am so greatly feared.”
 
   Ethan clenched his jaw and tried to steady his breathing. “I’m not afraid of you.”
 
   Shinzan gave a scornful laugh. “Of course you are. I can see the fear festering in your heart at this very moment. You are wondering whether I will grant you a swift death, or if I will make you suffer first. In truth, I have not yet decided. You have caused me a great deal of trouble. Much more than I would have thought possible. My instincts tell me to kill you and be done with it. But then I would be missing out on a wonderful opportunity.”
 
   “And what is that?” His fear was subsiding, rapidly being replaced by anger. 
 
   “You will see soon enough.” 
 
   The light from the lantern returned, revealing Shinzan, standing mere inches away and smiling broadly. He was wearing a crimson robe tied at the waist with a black sash. In his right hand he held a long, ivory handled knife with a serrated edge. 
 
   Ethan's heart sank. So he is going to torture me first, he thought. He had heard stories of the Nazis and their brutal interrogation methods. But unlike them, Shinzan would not be using pain to extract information. No. Whatever followed now would be done for sheer personal pleasure. 
 
   The Emperor placed the knife edge against Ethan's cheek. “Have you ever wondered just how strong you really are?” he enquired, almost absently. “How much can you really take before your will is shattered?”
 
   Ethan glared back defiantly. “The only thing I’m wondering right now is how long I might have to listen to your boring voice.”
 
   Shinzan raised an eyebrow. “Not bad. I like that. The stronger you are, the longer it will take. Yes. We are definitely going to have some fun, you and I.”
 
   The blade pressed deep into Ethan’s flesh. He gritted his teeth, trying his best not to cry out. 
 
   “You can scream if you want to,” Shinzan said, drawing the knife slowly downward. Blood ran freely down the side of Ethan's face, soaking his shirt. “There is no reason to hold it in. I will not think any less of you.”
 
   The salty taste of his own blood entered Ethan's mouth. He knew that the knife had sliced from just under his cheekbone, right down to his jaw. The stinging pain was intense. Unable to hold it in any longer, he let out an ear-splitting cry. 
 
   “That’s it.” Shinzan’s tone was calm, almost comforting. “But I think you deserve something less mundane than this. After all, you are my son.” He withdrew the blade and stepped back. 
 
   The scream had forced Ethan to open his mouth. Blood immediately began running down into his throat, threatening to choke him no matter how much he coughed and spat. 
 
   With a thin smile, Shinzan raised his right hand. A line of red smoke issued forth, wrapping itself completely around Ethan's head and penetrating his wound. This was worse than the blade. It was as if his flesh was being dipped in molten lead. Only the choking blood prevented him from screaming again. Instead, an agonized gargle was all he could now manage. But then, to his utter relief, the pain ceased after only a few seconds. When the smoke dissipated, he could feel that his wound had been completely healed.
 
   “So now you understand,” remarked Shinzan. “I can keep you here for as long as I please. No one will ever be able to save you. Be aware that I will not allow you the pleasure of dying until I am fully convinced that the time is right. Until I know that you are completely broken.”
 
   “Fuck you!” was all Ethan could manage to say.
 
   Shinzan laughed. “No. But I think something like that might just happen to you quite soon. Then again, I haven’t bothered to ask. For all I know, you might even enjoy the company of large brutish men. We will know soon enough, I suppose.” Still laughing, he turned to the door. “It is so good to finally meet you in person, my boy.”
 
   The door slammed shut and the lantern went out again. For a short time Ethan struggled frantically against the chains, but it was a useless gesture. He knew he was wasting his energy. In an equally forlorn hope, he tried again to use magic, but met with the same failure as before. He could feel his courage deserting him. Sooner or later, he would break completely. There was no doubt about that. Whether it be physical or mental torture, a person could only stand so much. And one thing was certain, Shinzan was a master of both.
 
   After what felt like several hours had dragged by, the door opened and a young woman entered holding a lantern in one hand and a basket in the other. Though wearing a head scarf, her slight frame was barely covered by a sheer pink dress. She placed the lantern on the floor and approached.
 
   “The Emperor has sent me to give you food and drink, Lord Dragonvein,” she said meekly. 
 
   Ethan regarded her for a few seconds. Was this an opportunity? “Please,” he said. “Help me get out of here. I’ll take you with me.”
 
   The girl cocked her head. “And why would I wish to leave my master? I love him. He is everything to me.”
 
   Ethan’s heart sank. Her vacant eyes and monotone response told him that she was damaged beyond repair. Reaching into the basket, she produced a loaf of bread and a small silver flask. 
 
    “I don't want your food,” he told her. “Get the hell out of here,”
 
   The girl pressed the bread to his mouth anyway. “Please, My Lord. My master will do terrible things to me should I fail in my duties.”
 
   Ethan looked at her disdainfully. “Then why serve him if he is so cruel?”
 
   “Because he is my master and I love him. He watches over me. He protects me. Just as he will protect you.” Again she held up the bread. “Please. You must eat.”
 
   “Get out,” he snapped. “Go let Shinzan…watch over you.” Though he knew the girl would most likely suffer, he didn’t care. “And you can tell him I said he can go to hell.”
 
   The girl lowered her eyes, then put the bread and flask back into the basket. “As you wish, My Lord.”
 
   After she had left, Ethan experienced a few pangs of guilt. He had sentenced an innocent girl to be abused at the hands of the vilest creature imaginable. The old Ethan would never have done such a thing. But as he'd told Markus, he was no longer a Boy Scout. 
 
   A short time later, the door opened again. This time it was a slender blond woman with ivory skin and delicate features. She was dressed in an elegant green gown bejeweled with a quite remarkable array of sapphires and diamonds. On her brow rested a gold circlet with a large emerald set at the center. In her hand was a silver lamp which she placed on the floor beside the door. 
 
   “He killed her, you know,” she said. “The one who was sent to feed you. He burned her alive as she knelt at his throne.”
 
   Ethan averted his eyes so as not to show any emotion. “What do I care?”
 
   “Perhaps you don't,” she said, closing the door behind her. “But I think you do.”
 
   “So why did he send you?”
 
   “He didn’t. I came here of my own accord.”
 
   “Then you can leave by the same way you came.”
 
   “I don’t think you want me to do that,” she said. Reaching into her sleeve, she produced a small silver key. “This will unlock your shackles. But I have yet to decide whether I should release you, or simply allow Shinzan to continue enjoying his sport.”
 
   A surge of hope rose in Ethan. But it was quickly set aside. This might be nothing but a game; a prelude to something diabolical that was intended to shatter his mind. “Why would you risk releasing me?” he asked.
 
   “Because Shinzan fears you,” she replied flatly. “And if he fears you, I would know why.”
 
   “Who are you?” 
 
   “That is not important. But who you are, may well be.”
 
   “My name is –”
 
   “I know your name, Ethan Dragonvein,” she said, cutting him short. “What I want to know is why Shinzan considers you to be a threat. Now speak quickly.”
 
   “The elves,” Ethan told her. “They have a prophecy. It says I will be the one to destroy him.”
 
   The girl frowned. “That’s it? You expect me to believe that you are going to challenge Shinzan based on an elf prophecy? Are you mad, or merely a simpleton?”
 
   Desperately, he searched for the right words; something that would convince her of his ability to fulfil the mission with which he had been charged. “Call me whatever you want, but you can’t argue against the logic of Shinzan's thinking. If he fears me, it is because he knows full well that the prophecy speaks the truth. There can be no other reason. I am the only one who can bring about his downfall.”
 
   Her eyes rested on him for what felt like an eternity before she spoke. “And should I release you, what will you then do?”
 
   “I will find a way to beat him. I promise you that.”
 
   She turned to the door.
 
   “Please,” begged Ethan. “I will kill him if you help me.”
 
   “Perhaps,” she said softly. “But he will most surely kill me first if I do.” 
 
   It seemed to Ethan that all his pleading had failed. But then, in a remarkable change of fortune, she spun back to face him and began unlocking his shackles. “I have drugged the guards at the end of the passage,” she said. “Beyond that, you are on your own.”
 
   Ethan could not prevent the surprise from showing on his face. “Thank you. But I want to know who I am thanking. What is your name?”
 
   “Jassa,” she replied. 
 
   As he struggled to his feet, he very nearly fell down again. His legs were weak, and his wrists were sore from the shackles. “Thank you, Jassa,” he said. “I won’t forget this.” He wanted to ask her why she had placed herself at such risk for him, but she was already moving toward the door.
 
   “You must hurry,” she told him. “Shinzan will come very soon. And if he finds you, this will all have been for nothing. Your possessions are just outside. Though they are not much, I thought you might need them.”
 
   “You could come with me,” he offered.
 
   “I cannot,” she replied. “My fate rests here.”
 
   Ethan could see the resolve in her eyes, and nodded his acceptance. He then willed himself to walk to the door. The strength in his legs was returning, but only slowly. He peered out. Beyond was a long passageway leading to another closed iron door. Two guards were slumped against the far wall. 
 
   The moment he stepped outside of the cell, a surge of power rushed through him. He knew immediately that his connection to magic had been re-established. Reaching to the floor, he collected his belongings: a small bag of coins, a flask of water, and the dwarf sending rod. The rod was a particularly welcome sight. It might come in very useful once clear of the palace.
 
   Jassa pushed past him and hurried down the hall. After a quick glance, she waved him over. “The fastest way out of here is not far,” she told him. “You'll find a stairway around the next corner. At the top of this is another long hallway. Turn left at the end, then enter the first room on your right. This is a dining hall, and straight ahead there's a door leading into the kitchen. At the back of this there's another door that will take you directly outside. There is no reason for anyone to be in any of these areas at this time of day. But if you are seen, no matter who it is, you must kill them before they can raise the alarm.” She handed him a dagger hidden in the folds of her gown.
 
   Ethan nodded and gripped the weapon tightly. “Thank you again, Jassa.”
 
   “Go,” she ordered. 
 
   Cautiously, he made his way along the passage until reaching the stairs. At the top of these, the air was cooler and the scent of flowers filled his nostrils. Following Jassa’s instructions, he soon found himself in the dining hall. A long table surrounded by twenty well-crafted, high-backed chairs dominated the room. Elegant tapestries and various other works of art decorated the walls. Without pausing, he headed directly for the door leading into the kitchen.
 
   It was locked. No matter how hard he tried, the door would not open.
 
   “Is my hospitality not to your liking, Lord Dragonvein?” called a voice from behind.
 
   He spun around to see Shinzan smiling broadly at him. Even when dressed in the simple attire of a tan shirt and black trousers, his strong features and confident manner were still sufficient to radiate intimidating power. Ethan’s eyes darted back and forth, searching for an alternative way out.
 
   Shinzan held up a hand. “It is pointless. There is no escape. I knew sweet Jassa would betray me, poor thing. But you have to admire her courage.”
 
   Realizing that he was trapped, Ethan resolved not to go down without a fight. His hand flew out to send a bolt of lightning streaking across the room. It struck Shinzan in the very center of his chest. He took a small pace back, but other than this he was unaffected.
 
   “If you insist,” he said. “But don’t you think we need a little more room?” 
 
   He touched the large table with the tip of his finger. In a flash, it turned into yellow sand that spread out over the entire floor. Seeing Ethan’s stunned expression he chuckled. “Everything you see around you - every stick of furniture and every last tapestry - were all built with my power. But then, transmutation is not something you would have learned in great detail. No. Given your circumstances, I would think your education has been centered mostly on more aggressive magic.” His smile became a vicious smirk. “Please show me.”
 
     Ethan searched his memory. What could he possibly use against someone…something...so all powerful? 
 
   “Alevi Drago!” His voice thundered out, shaking the walls and causing the sand to dance on the tile floor. A white hot ball of flame erupted a few feet in front of him. With all the strength he could muster, he cast it at Shinzan. A mighty roar sounded just as it reached its target. Shinzan was thrown back against the wall and then dropped to one knee. 
 
   Without hesitation, Ethan sought to follow up his advantage. He raised his hands high. “Mortio!” A beam of red magical energy shot across the room. 
 
   But Shinzan had already recovered. By merely holding up his palm, he absorbed the attack with seemingly little effort. “You are stronger than I would have thought,” he admitted. “Not yet as strong as your father, but given time you may have even surpassed him. What a pity that time is a luxury you do not possess.”
 
   With a flick of his wrist, a thirty-foot long serpent flashed into being in the center of the room. Ethan backed up to the wall and cast a bolt of lightning. But it had no effect whatsoever. With blinding speed, the creature moved in and coiled itself around him before he could do anything further. Its strength was unimaginable as it tightened its hold. 
 
   “I had actually thought of ending your life this way,” Shinzan remarked. “And I still may. Terrible, isn’t it? The more you struggle, the more firmly in its grasp you become. Each breath you take becomes more difficult than the last.”
 
   Blood was thudding in Ethan's ears. He closed his eyes tightly in an attempt to shut out the pain, but there was no respite. The serpent's coils continued its deadly work, slowly crushing the life from him. 
 
   Let me in, you little fool. Let me in before it’s too late.
 
   Martok was back. And just of time. Never had Ethan needed his ancestor's presence so much. Yes, help me, he begged, knowing that he had only a few heartbeats remaining before losing consciousness, probably forever.
 
   Shinzan shook his head. “So young. And so foolish. You should have accepted my offer. This world is mine, and there is nothing you can do to save it.”
 
   The voice that responded was strong and clear. “Your arrogance is astounding, Shinzan.” 
 
   Martok’s eyes were wide open again and fixed firmly on the Emperor. The serpent around him burst into flames and turned to ashes.
 
   Shinzan cocked his head. “So there is still some fight left in you after all, I see.”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   Without so much as Martok lifting a finger, the sand rose from the floor and began to swirl rapidly around in a cloud. 
 
   Shinzan stiffened. “What is this?”
 
   Martok spread his hands, causing each and every grain to sparkle with energy. “Goodbye for now,” he said. “We will see each other again very soon.” 
 
   With a mighty whoosh, the sand cloud erupted into a million tiny explosions, totally engulfing Shinzan. As he threw up his hands to cover his face, flames consumed his clothing, searing a multitude of holes into his flesh. 
 
   Then...it was over. When the cloud settled, the door to the kitchen was hanging wide open and the Emperor was alone.
 
   Clenching his fists, Shinzan let out a cry of fury that echoed throughout the entire palace. Only slowly did he regain his composure. His prey had escaped, and there was nothing to be done. Infuriating as this was, it was just a small and very temporary setback. 
 
   Soon enough he would watch as the light left Ethan Dragonvein’s eyes.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Shinzan sprawled across his throne, one leg tossed over the side and a cup of wine in his hand. He smiled down at Jassa who was standing in front of him, eyes downcast. He wanted to feel anger, but to his surprise was only able to summon up a mild irritation toward the girl. In some ways, her actions had actually caused his admiration for her strength to increase.
 
   “Do you have anything to say?” he asked.
 
   “Only that I am guilty,” she replied.
 
   Shinzan laughed softly. “Indeed you are. You betrayed me. In the futile hope that he will destroy me, you released the one person I have gone to immeasurable lengths to capture.” He clicked his tongue. “You are a naughty one, aren’t you? Do you really think he can win?”
 
   “I know that you fear him.” Her tone was measured. “That alone tells me that there is hope.”
 
   Shinzan regarded her for a moment. “Brave girl. Stupid girl. I do not fear him. He is an irritation. Nothing more.”
 
   “That is a lie,” she said. “I hear it in your voice every time you speak of him.”
 
   “Sweet child. You are beyond your depth when you attempt to understand me. But you can be forgiven this fault. Many in the past have thought they knew my mind. And all have since paid the price for their foolishness.”
 
   Jassa met his gaze defiantly. “You are no mystery to me. You are cruel for cruelty’s sake. You kill for the sheer pleasure. You shatter lives just because it pleases you. You imagine that all this wickedness gives you power. But it doesn’t. It just makes you small and pathetic.”
 
   Shinzan glared at her, his anger rising. But just as quickly, it melted away into amusement. “How could I possibly kill one such as you?” 
 
   “Quite easily,” came a voice from the entrance to the hall. “Once she no longer amuses you, it is precisely what you will do.”
 
   Shinzan’s eyes shot wide. Walking straight toward him with long confident strides was Ethan Dragonvein. He glanced down at Jassa and flicked a hand. “Leave us.”
 
   She paused a moment to give Ethan a disappointed look before hurrying away.
 
   “You surprise me,” Shinzan said. “I would have thought you many miles from here by now. I sent men to find you, but I didn’t give them much chance of success. And yet here you are, delivering yourself to me willingly. Do you imagine I will be merciful in return for your surrender?”
 
   A stream of black fire sprang from his hand. But instead of striking Ethan down, it passed straight though his body as if he was formed from mist.
 
   “No. I never imagined for one instant that you would be merciful,” he said.
 
   Shinzan raised an eyebrow. “Impressive. I would not have thought you capable of such magic. At least, not without the aid of dwarf trinkets.” He leaned forward to scrutinize Ethan. “But then, I am not speaking to Ethan Dragonvein, am I?”
 
   “How rude of me.” He gave a long formal bow. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Martok Dragonvein.”
 
   Shinzan started to laugh, but his amusement quickly vanished. “You are not lying. I can see it in your eyes. But how is this possible?” He wagged his finger. “Of course. Your spirit has taken control of Ethan’s body. That explains how he was able to escape. Clever. Very clever.”
 
   “Thank you. But I think fortunate would be a more accurate description. A few seconds longer and there would have been nothing I could have done to save him.”
 
   “And had I known this, I would have used a far more powerful spell,” Shinzan responded. He stood and strolled easily toward Martok. “When I first came to power, I heard your name spoken many times. The people of this world would often say that I was another Martok. Well, the humans did anyway. And now I can see why.”
 
   “I actually find it insulting,” Martok shot back. “I never intended to bring Lumnia to ruin. Only to unite her people.”
 
   “Yes, but united under your rule. And as I understand it, you nearly succeeded.”
 
   “Nearly.”
 
   “At this point, I suppose it would be expected that I offer you the chance of joining me. You know, rather than forcing me into destroying you. But I will not insult you in this manner.”
 
   “You mean as you insulted Ethan?”
 
   Shinzan spread his hands. “What do you expect? I was dealing with little more than a boy. I offered to send him home.”
 
   “And would you have?”
 
   “Of course not. I would have flayed the skin from his bones and used it to decorate my walls.”
 
   He moved closer. “This control you have over his body - is it permanent? Oh, please tell me that it is. How glorious a battle we would have. You and I, face to face. Two giants fighting for the future of this world. And how fitting that these father and son bodies we use would be the vessels for our ambitions.” 
 
   “You will not win,” said Martok, ignoring the question. “The people of this world can, and will, stop you.”
 
   He waved a dismissive hand. “I welcome them - and especially you - to try. 
 
   His tone then turned hard. “But I'm afraid you have remained in place too long my friend. Very foolish of you. Now you will suffer the consequences.” His eyes began to glow red as he looked up to the ceiling. “Bring the body to me when you are done,” he commanded.
 
   When he looked down again, Martok was gone. In a way, he almost regretted that the battle he had described would never take place. The rumble of the dragon’s roar carried into the hall from many miles away. He smiled and returned to the throne. Foolish indeed. It was little wonder that Martok had failed in his conquest.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Martok sprang to his feet and looked to the sky. There it was in all its majesty, its silver scales shimmering in the sun like a living jewel. But this was a beauty marred by evil. Outwardly, the dragon still held all the splendor of when it was free. But its spirit was now dark and tainted by Shinzan. It was cut off completely from its kin and the world that was its true home. Rage swelled in Martok's chest. This crime would not stand.
 
   “I will release you,” he muttered softly. 
 
   He knew Shinzan would think him a fool for lingering. But the Emperor would soon learn differently. Martok did nothing without purpose. It had been his hope that Shinzan would send the dragon to dispatch him, and he had traveled to the very edge of his ability to project his image as far away as possible from the Emperor's power source. Shinzan would not risk coming this far out himself. Here, he would not hold an advantage and could most likely be driven back – though not completely destroyed.
 
   The dragon hovered several hundred feet above the ground, its gaze fixed firmly on its prey. In response, Martok raised his hands and waved them in an exaggerated circle. The sky began to swirl, forming numerous black clouds that quickly joined together to create one enormous thunderhead. After emitting a mighty roar, the dragon came swooping down. 
 
   “Parma Tegat,” Martok shouted. 
 
   Flames spewed down from the dragon’s maw. But these were easily deflected away by an invisible force and sent harmlessly to the ground. Undeterred, it raised its claws to seize Martok. But just as the mighty talons were about to sink into him, he vanished in the blink of an eye, reappearing a second later twenty yards to the creature's left. 
 
   A bolt of lightning descended from the clouds, striking the dragon in the center of its back. It threw its body around savagely, roaring in rage and pain. Three more bolts struck in rapid succession, and for a time it looked as if the creature might be fully subdued. But then it made a remarkable recovery. With smoke rising from the ruined flesh on its back, the dragon fixed its black eyes on Martok and charged. 
 
   Standing his ground, Martok turned up his palms. The ground beneath the dragon erupted with such force that its enormous weight was lifted at least ten feet into the air. Chunks of rock and soil scattered, then turned into a quivering mass of molten lava that hovered directly above the creature as it dropped heavily back down into the deep crater that Martok's spell had created. Though badly stunned, it managed to keep its feet as it landed. Not that this was going to save it. Before it could even think about scrambling up out of the pit, the lava poured down, instantly cooling and solidifying. The dragon jerked and twisted, flailing its head back and forth wildly and creating several small cracks in the solid stone that was now encasing its legs. But it was all to no avail. It was trapped and helpless. Eventually it became still, with just the sound of its slow hot breaths indicating life.
 
   Martok closed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
 
   Bending down on one knee beside the pit, he placed a hand on the ground. The earth began to tremble and a gentle hum emitted. At the same time, a green mist seeped out from below, covering the dragon's entire body. Once this had fully settled, all went still. In the ominous silence that followed, the dragon looked directly at Martok. For an instant he felt he saw gratitude hiding somewhere in the impenetrable blackness of its eyes. Then they closed for the final time.
 
   The flash could be seen for miles, and the booming sound easily heard within the Imperial palace. Having shielded his eyes, Martok removed his hand and gazed sorrowfully at the pile of ashes that had once been the mightiest and noblest of creatures. 
 
   He looked over his shoulder. Shinzan would be well aware of what had just happened. And the fact that the 'all powerful' Emperor had been helpless to prevent it, in some small way salved the wound inflicted on him for being forced to end the life of a dragon.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Martok bent down to rub his aching thighs. Genuine fatigue was something he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. He could feel Ethan trying to regain control of his body; the danger was now gone for the time being, and the young man knew it. But he could not hand control back just yet. In fact, if he had his way, he would never do so. The gifts bestowed to Ethan were beyond even what Martok had received during his time. The dragons had shared their blood - their very power – with him. And though that power was slowly being drained away, it felt unlike anything Martok had ever known. 
 
   And the elves…they had bound their spirit to his. Even though Martok had been a great friend to them, they had never offered him such a wondrous gift. And it was one wasted on the likes of Ethan. He had no idea of how to use it. His thoughts turned to Kat. The love of such a magnificent woman was wasted on the boy as well. 
 
   The desolate land he was trekking through made the desert look like a paradise. Dust and ash churned with each step, threatening to choke the breath from his lungs. This place had existed even in his time, but back then it had been an untamed jungle filled with dire beasts and savage tribes of wild men. No one knew how long they had survived there, or why they had chosen to live like animals. But seeing as how they never ventured far from their jungle homes, no one really bothered to find out. The desert beyond held nothing of interest, and aside from a few birds and small rodents and reptiles, it was uninhabited. 
 
   Occasionally he had seen the skull of what looked like a dog – though larger and with six inch fangs. Also, there were a few scattered trails here and there. But so far he had seen no living creature other than the swarms of insects that existed solely to plague travelers.
 
   After a time he considered whether he should use magic to travel more swiftly, but rejected the idea. What he was looking for was beyond Shinzan’s sight. He was certain the Emperor would be able to sense any use of magic - even this far away from his palace - and he did not want to reveal his location, or the direction in which he was traveling. Though it was unlikely Shinzan would attempt a personal confrontation, he would certainly send someone to discover why Martok was here and what he was looking for. Not that he was entirely sure himself.
 
   He recalled the collars that Umbra had possessed and a shiver shot down his spine. Vile memories stirred from seeing it again after so many centuries were difficult to dismiss. Even now the moment of his betrayal was still fresh in his mind, particularly the cold look in her eyes as she stared down at his helpless form - eyes that before then had always looked upon him with nothing but love and devotion.
 
   Soon after slaying the dragon, he had tried to locate any trace of magic within the Shadow Lands. And just as he'd suspected, he had found it. That Shinzan had not been able to, told him much. But of course, by the time the Emperor had arrived only five-hundred years ago, wards were only rarely being used. He would not be attuned to their energy. Back during Martok’s time however, they were a universal skill known to every mage in Lumnia.
 
   He knew he was now close to what he sought, though pinpointing the exact location was proving elusive. The jagged landscape didn’t help matters. He had already found half a dozen caves, all of them perfectly concealed by the erratic rock face surrounding them. None had held anything more than a few scattered bones and some rubble.
 
   As the sun began to set, Martok seriously considered giving up the search. He needed to return quickly before Kat did something stupid like attempt a rescue. He pushed the image of her from his mind. She was a distraction he did not need at present. There would be time for that later.
 
     Just as the sun was sinking, he caught sight of a small fissure in the ground a few yards away. Closer examination showed it to be a crudely hewn staircase leading into the darkness. Smiling, he took a few tentative steps down. At once he could feel the power of the wards radiating from below. 
 
   After descending further, he produced a ball of white light to illuminate the way. Such feeble magic would be undetectable to Shinzan. In any case, the wards here would most likely deaden any sign even if he were to use more powerful spells – though he hoped this would not be necessary. 
 
   The stairs ended at an archway leading into a chamber roughly twenty feet square. The walls were bare, though numerous footprints left undisturbed in the still air spanned the entire length of the dusty floor. He paused for a moment to examine these. Of all those heading inwards, only two sets led back out again. One set, he could guess, belonged to whoever had given the collars to Umbra. And the other must be that of the mage who had set the wards. 
 
   At the far end of the chamber, another archway connected a narrow passage. Before continuing along this, Martok decided to risk a protection spell. Should he be set upon, it would give him time to defend himself. Wards could be extremely dangerous when created by a mage who fully understood their power. 
 
   The passage twisted and turned unpredictably, narrowing in places, then becoming wide enough for several men to walk abreast. After nearly half a mile it ended in a large chamber which, judging from the rough walls and uneven floor, had probably been formed naturally. Scattered around were the remains of more than a dozen men, their weapons still clutched in their hands. At the far end, a twisted iron gate had been pulled from its hinges. Beyond that was yet another passage. 
 
   Martok examined the room closely. Aside from the remains, there was nothing remarkable. The wards were not far ahead now – just a few yards beyond the broken gate was his guess. He approached, stopping a few paces away to send a ball of light into the darkness. But as it crossed the threshold, the light blinked out. He cast another, this one much stronger. But again, it was immediately extinguished. 
 
   After strengthening the protection spell, he stepped closer. 
 
   “Why have you come here?” asked a hollow voice that sounded as if it were coming from within the passageway. 
 
   Martok stepped back and stretched out his hands. “Calat Hia.”
 
   Just inside, the ghostly figure of a man appeared. He was about six feet tall and clad in a long pale robe. “Why have you come?” he repeated.
 
   Martok considered his response. “I am here to release you.”
 
   “You are not my father. Come no further.”
 
   “Your father sent me.”
 
   “You lie!” The man's voice had become shrill. “You are here to kill me. Be gone or die!”
 
   “I am not here to kill you,” Martok insisted. “I am here to help you.”
 
   There was something familiar about the apparition's face. Something to do with the eyes. He reached out and felt the power of the wards. Even they felt oddly familiar. 
 
   Only his protective spell saved him from being consumed by the inferno of blue flames that suddenly shot straight at him. Even so, he was forced back several paces. There was barely time to hurriedly cast another protection spell before a second blast reached him. It was already clear there was no way for him to defeat this alone. To do so would necessitate destroying the wards completely, along with whatever it was they were protecting. He backed away until he was just inside the chamber entrance. The attacks continued, though he was now able to deflect them with comparative ease. Still, the power was impressive. It was little wonder that all but one of the men who had come here for plunder had perished. 
 
   It wasn’t until he was several yards further down the passage that the attacks ceased completely. He felt again for the wards. They had not faltered or weakened in the slightest. He sat on the floor cross-legged and closed his eyes. Softly, he began chanting an incantation. 
 
   After a few minutes, he opened his eyes and smiled. He would need help. But now he knew what the wards were protecting. It was indeed a treasure – though not in the form of gold or jewels. No. This treasure was far more precious. He stood and made his way back to the surface. It would take two days for him to walk far enough away to be comfortable with using magic. Until then, he would need to exercise patience. 
 
   Ethan’s spirit was pressing upon him again. But he was still not prepared to relinquish control. 
 
   “Stop this, you little fool,” he muttered. “It’s not time.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, he headed due south. His will would hold. He would not allow Ethan to ruin his plans. His mind wandered again to Kat. He would not give up on her either. She was a prize he knew he was destined to possess. Even if she didn’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Shinzan’s eyes burned with barely contained fury. His dragon was dead and Ethan had escaped. How could he have allowed this to happen? He had woefully underestimated Martok. And now the mage was far beyond his reach. 
 
   The mangled body of Jassa lay at his feet – stripped bare and with every inch of her flesh soaked in blood. Shinzan sighed and rubbed his temples. A wave of regret washed over him. Where would he find another woman like her? Anger was a feeling that most times he enjoyed experiencing. But this time it had cost him something he enjoyed far more. 
 
   Vraylic entered the hall. As his gaze fell on the body, tears sprang forth and it was all he could do to continue forward. 
 
   “Dispose of this,” Shinzan commanded. 
 
   Vraylic dropped to his knees beside the corpse and clutched Jassa's hand. “Why?” he asked.
 
   “Are you questioning me, you worthless dog?”
 
   All fear was gone from Vraylic's eyes. He no longer cared what happened. “You’re a monster.”
 
   Shinzan laughed. “You have no idea how right you are. And I will pardon your words as I know how much you cared for her. But do not forget to whom you speak. And should you no longer place any value on your own life, consider that you have quite a large family. Should I send for them?”
 
   The threat was sufficient to make Vraylic stiffen and instantly stifle his sobs. “No, Your Majesty. Forgive me. I will remove the body at once.” He lifted Jassa into his arms and, with immeasurable sorrow etched into his face, carried her away.
 
   “And send in General Hronso on your way out,” Shinzan called after him.
 
   A minute later, Hronso entered. He stopped a few feet from the throne and bowed. “You wish to see me, Your Majesty?”
 
   “We have a new enemy,” Shinzan told him. “One that needs to be dealt with as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Are you speaking of the one who killed the dragon?”
 
   “And how would you know about that?” the Emperor asked, his irritation obvious. 
 
   “I witnessed the battle,” he replied. “Though unless I am mistaken, it was Ethan Dragonvein who was responsible.”
 
   “You are mistaken,” Shinzan shot back, contempt dripping from every word. “Do you seriously imagine Ethan Dragonvein could have dispatched a beast of such power? No. This enemy I speak of is far more cunning. And far more powerful.”
 
   Hronso lowered his eyes. “Forgive my ignorance, Your Majesty. But the mage I saw looked identical to Ethan Dragonvein. If he was in fact someone else –”
 
   Shinzan’s hand shot up, silencing the general. “His name is Martok. I am sure you must have heard of him. And before you assault me with idiotic questions, I am well aware that he is in the form of Ethan Dragonvein. How that is possible is nothing you need to concern yourself with. However, I do require your skill and cunning.”
 
   He dropped to one knee. “How may I serve?”
 
   “Martok is more than just a powerful mage. He is a great commander and tactician. If given the opportunity, he will undoubtedly defeat our armies in short order. Though this would obviously pose no real threat to me personally, it would be…inconvenient.” 
 
   As he spoke, Shinzan could see the disbelief in the general’s eyes. This further fueled the anger that had long been boiling just beneath the surface.
 
   “Of course, Your Highness. If you wish, I can take personal command of our forces. He will find me to be an opponent not easily conquered.”
 
   Shinzan smiled. “Indeed. Take whatever you need from the palace and go at once.”
 
   Hronso bowed low and quickly left the hall.
 
   Once alone, Shinzan leaned back and shut his eyes. The pressure from his constant struggle with the dragons was causing his head to pound. He cursed his human form for its frailties, though it served his purpose well enough. It was the emotions that he hated the most. They raged through him like a river after the snow had melted from the mountainside. Hate, anger, and lust had all become welcome companions. But anxiety and fear. These he could not - would not - tolerate. Martok, Ethan, or whoever was in possession of that form, must die. Next time he had the opportunity to ensure this, he would not hesitate.
 
   He looked down at the smear of blood where Jassa’s body had been, and for a second time felt regret. Another emotion he detested. Pushing himself up, he stormed from the hall and out into the garden. He approached the fountain in the center, but hesitated a few feet away. Did he really want to see her again? Whenever he did, it always caused strange memories to surface. Memories not his own, but those belonging to the man whose body he now inhabited. 
 
   Yes, he would see her, he decided. With a single wave of his hand, the fountain levitated until it was ten feet in the air, revealing a spiral staircase of polished jade leading down into the secret chamber below. He descended the stairs, allowing the fountain to drop back to its original position as he went. The fifteen foot square chamber was dimly lit by blue rajni stones set upon gold pedestals placed in each corner. Before him was a crystal laid out on a white marble slab. Inside this, the naked form of a woman could be clearly seen. 
 
   Shinzan stood gazing at her for several minutes. Her beauty always stirred something deep inside him. When he'd first thought to place her down here, he imagined it to be prompted by nothing more than the residual emotions of Praxis Dragonvein. But since then he'd come to realize that this was only partly true.
 
   “Illyrian,” he whispered. “Soon you shall join me. And this time, I will not be denied.” 
 
   A fiendish little smile formed. Yes. He would break her at last. Then he could finally rid himself of the torment that continued to plague him. His victory over Illyrian would set things to rights. 
 
   He loved her…he hated her…and in the end, he would see her grovel and beg at his feet.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Vraylic gently placed Jassa’s body on the bed in his room. He wanted dearly to bring her to his home in the doldrums, but Shinzan had forbidden him to return there. Instead, he was being forced to live in a tiny room close to the guards’ quarters. It was dingy and uncomfortable, but at least it was well away from the throne room.
 
   “Look what he did to you, my poor sweet girl,” he said between sobs.  
 
   After collecting a bucket of water and a sponge, he began cleaning the blood from her body. Once this was done, he took out a simple house dress he'd managed to smuggle from the servants’ quarters. Jassa had always been more comfortable in simple attire. Though he had bought her many exquisite gowns during their time together, she rarely wore them except when he specifically requested her to do so.
 
   By the time he'd returned from the five kingdoms, he'd hoped that Shinzan would have grown weary of her, as he had done quite quickly with all of his other concubines. Though he feared he would have broken her spirit, he was certain that his love could heal her. He would take her far from this terrible place. They would find a safe haven where no one would ever find them and spend the rest of their days together in peace and love. But Jassa would not allow the Emperor to break her. He had never imagined the depth of her strength. 
 
   The first day he had returned, Shinzan forced her to beat him with a wooden mallet until he was unconscious. Then he was made to watch as ten men ravaged her repeatedly. He could still hear their vile laughter at night when he was alone in his room. But the look on her face had been as stone throughout. No fear. Not a hint. She would not give them the satisfaction. Only an almost imperceptible spark of love in her eyes when she glanced in his direction kept him from going completely mad.  
 
   Satisfied with his preparations, Vraylic carried her from the palace to the outskirts of Noel. There, a crematory had been built to dispose of the hundreds of victims to die from the Emperor’s cruelty. Today, the smoke stacks were still and the building deserted. 
 
   After placing Jassa on a wooden table, he took great care to clean every inch of the cremation chamber. He would not have her ashes mingle with those of another. Once finished, he spoke his final words to his departed love.
 
   “I will stay as quiet as a mouse,” he promised, brushing the hair from her face. “I will bide my time. I will not let him kill me. I swear to you, my precious girl, that I will wait patiently. Then, when the time is right, I will have vengeance for both of us.” After kissing her lips, he lifted her into the chamber. 
 
   It took several hours for the body to burn and for the chamber to cool sufficiently. But Vraylic didn’t move a muscle until he was able to gather every last trace of her ashes and place them in a leather pouch tucked away in his belt.
 
   “I will bide my time,” he repeated quietly.
 
   With that, he started back toward the palace…and Shinzan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   King Halvar plopped down heavily onto the chair at the head of the table. The last elder to leave glanced back at him with a concerned frown. It was clear to everyone that their monarch had been pushing himself to the limit of his endurance. 
 
   Though large, the death toll could have been significantly worse. Had the dragon not been so focused on Ethan, it would have been a massacre of disastrous proportions. And as much as Halvar hated to admit it, Ethan's capture was far more preferable to him than having vast numbers of his own people being slaughtered. But this setback did create other problems. Half of the council wanted to mount a rescue. They seemed resigned to the fact that victory was hopeless without Lord Dragonvein, and only the combined efforts of himself and Keira had been able to prevent this proposal from being taken any further. They had gone over the situation again and again. There was simply no way to get him out. And the brutal truth was, he was unlikely to still be alive anyway.
 
   As difficult as it had been to handle the council, dealing with Kat was infinitely worse. Each day she was growing more and more impatient. Every morning for almost a week she had hounded him, demanding to know when action would be taken. And every day he told her they had yet to devise a plan that stood any chance of being successful. By the third day she was actually coming up with plans of her own and presenting them. He had to admit that, under normal circumstances, at least some of these might have worked. But nothing anyone could think of addressed the fact that Shinzan would detect their presence the moment they set foot inside his palace. And with the dragons keeping him close to his source of power, there was no hope whatsoever of luring him any distance away.
 
   The door opened. Halvar half expected to see Kat again, maps in hand and another rescue plan ready to be presented. But to his relief it was Keira. She looked as weary as he did as she sat down.
 
   “I have news,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “King Ganix will be arriving soon. A day or two at the most.”
 
   Halvar leaned back and smiled. “That is good news indeed. We could most surely use his wisdom right now. How go the preparations?”
 
   “Assuming Martok’s plan is still in place, quite well. We know that the Imperial forces are gathering in Traxis and are preparing to march in less than a month. But if Kat’s father does as he's been instructed, we will have nothing to fear from them.”
 
   “Of course, if he doesn’t, we will be outnumbered three to one and driven right back inside the mountain,” Halvar responded grimly. He omitted to also point out that with a dragon against them, no amount of scheming and deception would be enough to ensure victory. They had nothing with which to combat such a beast. Maytra was still injured. And even when healthy, she was no match for the much larger creature. 
 
   They spoke for a time about practical matters. Halvar had wisely not revealed the true strength of his army to Shinzan, and had an additional force of fifty thousand dwarves to call upon when needed. On top of these, more elves were arriving each day to swell their ranks. The downside was, food and shelter had become an ever increasing challenge. Smugglers could not provide enough provisions to support the additional numbers. And though there was ample room in the largely vacant Elyfoss, beds and other personal amenities usually taken for granted were in short supply. 
 
   So far, the elves had been quite resourceful – hunting, fishing, and gathering – but soon the local resources would be exhausted and they'd be forced to move south. There was even the possibility it might be necessary to conquer a city in order to obtain the supplies they needed. This did not sit well with either monarch. However, both agreed that, should it come down to it, this was a measure that must be taken. Their only caution was that the population should be spared if at all possible.
 
   Kat arrived just as they were about to leave. Her lips were tight and her posture bent. Halvar was sure he knew what was coming and braced himself.
 
   “Before you say anything,” he began, “you should know that King Ganix is due to arrive within the next two days. We are hoping he can find a way to save Ethan.”
 
   “That’s not why I’m here,” she said. “I know you are trying. And I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult. I just need to face the truth. He’s gone. Even if we do find a way of getting into Shinzan’s palace without being detected, it’s been a week. He’s probably dead by now.”
 
   Keira stood and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Do not lose hope. He may still live.”
 
   “And if he does?” she asked. “Do you think I’d send people to their deaths in order to save him?”
 
   “No,” Keira replied. “I think you would go yourself. But I also think Ethan would not want that.”
 
   “He would come for me,” she stated. 
 
   “I know he would. But he would not throw his life away in the attempt. Wait until Ganix arrives. He is wise, and perhaps he can see what we cannot. Will you wait until then?”
 
   Kat lowered her head. “I’ll wait.”
 
   Halvar, deciding it was time for a change of subject, said: “I hear you have been healing the wounded with great success.”
 
   Kat nodded. “I’m doing my best. I just wish I was as good at it as Lylinora.”
 
   “From what I've been told, you have saved many lives.”
 
   Kat shrugged. “Your healers did most of the work. All I’ve managed to do is to cure a few infections and mend some broken bones.”
 
   “Whatever the case, I am grateful.”
 
   Kat forced a smile. “It’s the least I can do. Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to my room for a while. I’m tired.”
 
   Without waiting for a response, she left the room. 
 
   “I certainly hope King Ganix can help find a solution,” Keira remarked. 
 
   “As do I,” agreed Halvar. “Having a mage fighting at our side is a tremendous advantage. It would be a serious blow if we were to lose her.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Earlier, Kat had considered taking a horse, of which there were now a large number in Elyfoss, to go see about Maytra. 
 
   The last time she had been with the dragon she had looked to be healing very well, though a little surprisingly, she had yet to take even a short flight. Getting Maytra back in the skies again as quickly as possible was vital to their hopes, and Kat felt duty bound to do everything she could to make that happen. However, right now, she was thoroughly exhausted from treating so many of the elf and dwarf wounded. It would be much better for her to get some rest first. She would make certain that Maytra was her first visit in the morning.
 
   By the time she reached her room, it was all she could do to remain on her feet. A plate of fruit and a bottle of water left for her on the nightstand went untouched. After a hot shower, she crawled into bed. But even now, with the storm of emotions from those she had been healing refusing to fade, sleep proved elusive for a while. 
 
   Lylinora had warned her about the perils of healing magic - of how the healer might often find herself sharing the pain of those she tended. And not just their physical pain, but the emotional trauma as well. At first this had come as an almost welcome respite from the aching in her heart brought on by Ethan's capture. But soon it became overwhelming. 
 
   It was when she was healing a young elf woman who was suffering from a deep gash to the leg that she was made fully aware of the consequences of her actions.
 
   The elf was named Diria; a name Kat knew she would remember for the rest of her life. The wound had already been treated, but Kat thought she might speed up the process. Diria was a healer herself, and her skills were sorely needed. But the moment Kat placed her hands on the wound and began using the little healing magic she understood, she almost screamed out in despair. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Diria had asked.
 
   Kat had seen directly into the elf’s heart. She had lost her husband when the dragon attacked. She had watched helplessly as he was roasted alive only a few yards away, and narrowly escaped death herself. Had the dragon turned left rather than right, the next blast would have taken her as well. In that bleak moment of Kat's intervention, she was wishing it had. Though it did not show in her expression or voice, the woman was utterly consumed by sadness. 
 
   “I am so sorry for your loss,” was all Kat could say. 
 
   She had completed the healing and moved on without another word. But after that devastating experience, she took infinitely greater care. Lylinora had taught her how to throw up mental defenses against this very thing, in the process explaining that some people were far more open with their emotions than others. With many, she would feel only a vague imprint of who they were and what they were feeling. But with those who were less inhibited, there was always the possibility of making a connection deep inside their hearts. Particularly if they were suffering. 
 
   Just before finally dropping off, she imagined Ethan was lying beside her, smiling that innocent boyish smile she loved so dearly. She knew she would most likely be killed if she attempted to save him, and had come to accept the harsh fact that he must almost certainly be dead by now. Shinzan was unlikely to have spared him for this long. Yet in spite of all this, she knew that if she did not attempt a rescue, she would be unable to live with herself. He would come for her if their positions were reversed. Of that there was no doubt.
 
   The following morning she found a tray of porridge and juice had been left just outside her door. She wasn’t hungry, but forced the meal down anyway, well aware that she needed to keep her strength up if she were to be of further use to anyone. Once done, she left the manor and set off to check on Maytra. 
 
   The ride from the city gate to the mountain exit didn’t take her long. From there on, the road leading down was empty for the most part. Kat could not help thinking how much easier this route was than the days they had spent winding through the secret tunnels that took them to the northern end of Gol’ Shupa. 
 
   She tied her horse near to where the healing pavilion was still accommodating the few remaining wounded who could not yet be moved, then continued on foot down to the field where Maytra was lying. The people she passed on the way all bowed respectfully, including the healers. This was a quite drastic change. Where at first they had looked on her with a sense of trepidation that bordered on outright distrust, they now afforded her the same respect as any other healer. More so, in fact. 
 
   The number of dwarves and elves guarding Maytra had now swelled to nearly fifteen-hundred, though they all kept a fair distance so as not to disturb the dragon. She was resting on her side, the bloody remains of a lamb scattered about. Kat shuddered at the thought of what it must be like to see Maytra devouring a meal. She approached cautiously. The dragon had knocked her down twice during their previous sessions; once throwing her ten feet before landing flat on her back. 
 
   Maytra looked over and blew out a welcoming breath of hot air. 
 
   “Feeling better I see,” remarked Kat. Even with everything that had happened, seeing Maytra always managed to lift her spirits a bit. “Are you ready to fly yet?”
 
   “I want to see her fly,” called a child’s voice from behind. 
 
   Kat turned to find Asta and Maile beaming at her. This was the first time she had seen either of them since her return to the mountain. 
 
   “Grandmother was right,” said Maile. “You’re older. Is that why you haven’t come to see us?”
 
   Kat knelt down and spread her arms wide. Without any need for further invitation, both girls instantly ran forward to embrace her tightly. “I’m sorry,” Kat said. “I should have come before now. It's just that things have been so…” 
 
   Seeing the children brought a wave of emotion over her that caused a lump to form in her throat and tears to her eyes. 
 
   “Grandmother told us that you’ve been on Earth,” Asta said. “Is that really true?”
 
   Kat released the girls and wiped her eyes. “Yes. It’s true. I was there for five years.”
 
   The girls looked at one another with confused expressions.
 
   “But it’s only been a little while,” Maile pointed out. 
 
   Kat smiled warmly. “I’ll tell you all about it later. But right now I need to see to Maytra.”
 
   “You promise?” asked Asta. 
 
   Kat nodded. “I promise.”
 
   “When?” pressed Maile. “I heard grandmother say she thinks you’ll leave soon. But you can’t, not now that you've promised. You'll have to spend some time with us.”
 
   Kat's eyes shifted up toward the pavilion. There was Lady Thora looking on with a satisfied smile. She had planned this. But Kat could not find it within her to be angry. 
 
   “I’ll come later today,” she told the girls. “Then I’ll tell you everything.” She gave them each another hug before shooing them away. “Get going now. I have work to do. And the sooner I’m finished, the sooner I can come.”
 
   This was enough to hurry them along. Kat watched them all the way until they were safely back with Lady Thora, who looked at her with an appreciative nod. 
 
   “Now,” Kat said, turning her attention back to Maytra. “Let's see how you are doing today.”
 
   Up until now, the dragon's long serpentine tongue had been licking the lamb's blood from the scales on her right leg. But she became completely still as Kat placed both hands on her back. 
 
   After only a short time, Kat realized that she could no longer feel a single wound. There was not the slightest trace of any damage whatsoever. She took a step back and scrutinized Maytra quizzically. “There’s nothing wrong with you, is there?” she said, knowing there could be no reply. 
 
   In response, Maytra snorted and then slowly rose to her feet. After looking directly into Kat's eyes for a moment or two, she let out a mighty roar. An instant later she was soaring skyward, the great gush of wind from her wings almost sending Kat tumbling over. Within seconds, she had disappeared beyond the treetops. Whispers of awe and wonder from those watching carried over the field like a communal prayer.
 
   Kat felt a hand touch her shoulder. It was a dwarf youth. He was standing alongside an elderly elf woman. “You healed her,” he said.
 
   “I…I’m not sure what I did,” she admitted.  
 
   “I am,” insisted the dwarf. “You restored our hope.”
 
   Kat glanced up at the pavilion. Maile and Asta were jumping up and down, clapping their hands and giggling with delight at having seen the dragon take flight. Before Kat could leave, the crowd closed in on her, each one of them seeking to express their deep appreciation and admiration. 
 
   She tried to be gracious, smiling and telling them that she had only been able to help because Maytra was strong, and in all likelihood she would have healed on her own in time. This was obviously not true, and the people knew it. Most of them had seen for themselves the grievous wounds inflicted upon the dragon from quite close up. And those who had not actually witnessed Kat's initial exhausting efforts to heal her, had nonetheless been told about it in great detail.
 
   It took her more than an hour before she was able to make it beyond the crowd and back to her waiting horse. But even when she reached the city, cheers continued to erupt from nearly everyone she passed. Word had already spread throughout Elyfoss, and though she hadn't sought such recognition, Kat was being celebrated as a great healer and a savior of the war. 
 
   She decided not to return to the king’s manor, and instead made her way directly to the home of Lady Thora. Asta greeted her at the door as if she was still the same thirteen year-old Kat she had known before – completely uncaring of the now quite significant age difference. That she was Kat was all that mattered to her. 
 
   “Grandmother is out running errands,” she said, tugging at her arm for her to follow inside. “Come and play with us until she gets back.”
 
   Kat allowed herself to be led upstairs to the girls’ bedroom. Maile was sitting on the floor playing with a doll. Beside her was an elf girl of roughly the same age with long red hair.
 
   Maile jumped up and ran into Kat’s arms. “I knew you’d come. Asta said you wouldn’t. But I knew you would.”
 
   “I never said that,” her sister protested. “I only said that you might not be able to come today.” She looked up at Kat. “But I really did believe you’d keep your promise.”
 
   Kat smiled down at her. “It’s all right. I know you did.” She looked over at the elf child, who was now standing. “And who is your friend?”
 
   “This is Virlaya,” replied Maile. “Her and her mother are staying with us. Her father will be coming soon.”
 
   Kat nodded. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Kat.”
 
   “I know,” she said timidly. “Everyone knows who you are. Is it true what they’re saying? Did you really save the dragon?”
 
   “Of course she did,” Asta chipped in, before Kat could respond. “We saw it fly away right after she touched it.”
 
   Virlaya’s eyes widened. “Then you must be a truly great healer.”
 
   Kat smiled. “Not really. My friend Lylinora is much better at healing than I am.”
 
   This didn’t seem to matter in the least to the elf child. She bowed awkwardly. “Thank you. Dragons are very special. My mother has told me many stories about them.”
 
   “Speaking of stories,” said Maile. “You promised to tell us about your time on Earth.”
 
   Kat sat on the bed and related what had happened to her – albeit in a version she felt appropriate for children. The girls stopped her repeatedly to ask questions, causing it to take more than an hour before reaching the end. After that, they played several games of hide and seek. Kat found herself genuinely having fun. It was a welcome distraction, and the mirth of the children made her forget her troubles for a time. 
 
   When Lady Thora arrived home, she insisted that Kat stay for dinner. “Virlaya’s mother won’t be back until tomorrow,” she explained. “As you know, Asta and Maile are already a handful. And if you add a quite lively elf child into the mix, it can be a bit much at times for an old woman like me.”
 
   Not being particularly eager to return to the manor just yet anyway, Kat quickly agreed – later on consenting to stay the night. 
 
   After the girls had gone to bed, Thora invited her to the study for a drink. Though they had spoken briefly since Kat's return, and seen each other often when in the council chambers, this would be their first private talk in some considerable time. In fact - as far as Kat was concerned - in many years. Even so, she would never forget how Lady Thora had watched over her and shown an almost parental interest in her well-being when she was still a child.
 
   “You have most surely been through a lot,” Thora said, handing Kat a glass of sweet smelling wine. “But as I know my grandchildren will have forced you to tell the story already, I’ll not trouble you quite yet with my curiosity.”
 
   Kat tried to hide her relief. She was happy to see Asta and Maile again, but they could be absolutely exhausting. “It's not really that interesting anyway,” she said. “I got myself stuck on Earth for five years. Then Markus came and brought me back to Lumnia.”
 
   “I’m sure there’s a little more to it than that,” said Thora, smiling. “But as I said, I’ll not trouble you with a retelling. But I would like to know what you intend to do next.”
 
   Kat shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
 
   Her obvious lie did not fool the dwarf woman for an instant. “My dear. I have been watching you for days. And I have spoken with both King Halvar and that remarkable elf woman, Keira. I am well aware that you intend to try and rescue Ethan; even though you know in your heart it is a hopeless mission.”
 
   “And I suppose you are going to try and talk me out of it,” Kat responded. For a moment she felt irritation rising. But one look into Thora’s kindly eyes quickly had it draining away. 
 
   The old woman regarded her closely. “No. It would not do me any good to attempt that. But in truth, I am not worried. I firmly believe that fate has a plan for you. Your part is not done just yet.”
 
   Kat drained her glass and poured herself another. “Then you understand why I have to go?”
 
   Thora leaned over to pat her on the knee. “I am just saying that I have faith. That is all.”
 
   As she finished speaking, a booming knock on the front door sounded, making them both start.
 
   “Should I answer it?” Kat asked. 
 
   “Would you please, my dear?” replied Thora. “My legs and feet are aching so.”
 
   Kat stood up, pausing to kiss Lady Thora’s cheek before heading to the door. There was something comforting about the woman that never failed to ease the burden on her heart. It made her think of her own mother.
 
   Another knock echoed through the main foyer, this one more urgent.
 
   “Wait a damn minute,” Kat grumbled. “I'm coming.”
 
   Still muttering, she swung open the door. 
 
   For a moment she thought she was hallucinating. Her legs went instantly weak, and she was forced to clutch at the door frame in order to steady herself. Standing there as large as life and smiling broadly at her was Ethan. She swayed backwards, but he caught her in his arms and pulled her close. 
 
   “I thought you were dead,” she whispered, tears of sheer joy bursting forth.
 
   “Me? Never,” he laughed. “You don't get rid of me that easily.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Every muscle Ethan possessed was crying out with pain. Whatever Martok had been doing, he had obviously pushed his body to the very edge of its physical limits. In spite of this, he could feel nothing but gratitude to his ancestor. Holding Kat in his arms at this moment was more than he could ever have dreamed of only a week prior. His death had been a foregone conclusion. But Martok had changed his fate.
 
   Kat kissed him with such passion and love that his head began to swim. Yet his weakened body would not allow for the response he felt in his heart. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here,” she gasped when their lips finally parted. “How did you escape?”
 
   “It was Martok. He saved me.”
 
   “Then he saved me too,” she said, kissing him urgently. “I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”
 
   Ethan cupped her face in his hands. “That goes for both of us.”
 
   “Ah, I see I was right,” called Thora from the other end of the foyer. “The fates did intervene.”
 
   Kat smiled at her over her shoulder. “Yes, they did.”
 
   For a moment, the pain in Ethan's legs was too much. He stumbled back, but quickly steadied himself. “I need to see King Halvar right away,” he said.
 
   “What you need to do is rest,” Kat corrected. “You can barely stand.”
 
   “There isn’t time,” he told her. “We have to leave first thing in the morning.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a folded sheet of parchment. “I found this on me after Martok released control of my body.”
 
   Kat tried to lead him inside, but Ethan resisted and handed her the parchment.
 
   “You can read it on the way,” he said. He bowed to Lady Thora. “It was good to see you again, My Lady. I’m sorry that I don’t have more time.”
 
   Thora simply nodded, a quirky little smile on her face.
 
   Kat insisted that Ethan ride the horse while she walked alongside reading the letter. Feeling his strength ebbing fast, Ethan did not object.
 
   Kat's eyes began to scan the page.
 
   Ethan,
 
   As we draw near to Elyfoss, the time has come for me to return your body back to your control. I have taxed my own strength, as well as yours, to the very limit. And I should say that you are much stronger than you at first appear. 
 
   After our escape from the palace, I located something that is crucial to our victory over Shinzan. I cannot tell you what this is just yet, simply that we must retrieve it as quickly as possible. To achieve this, we will need the help of Lylinora, and all of the fledgling mages. So you must return to Renald without delay. I have already used the dwarf device to contact the vessel that brought us. It will be waiting for you by the time you reach the shore. 
 
   Tell the elves and the dwarves to gather their strength and then march south to the Malacar border. Once there, they must wait until hearing from me again. The dragon Shinzan cursed is dead, so they have nothing to fear from it any longer. Should they meet with local resistance, they must do their best to keep the dead to a minimum. The Emperor will think this a ploy to lure his army into the open, so they should not concern themselves if he does not react to this aggressive move. And even if he does, it will not matter. As long as Katyana’s father has done as I have instructed, victory will be swift. 
 
   Again, I must stress that every second is crucial. And guard Katyana well. She is a treasure most precious. Through our connection, I asked Maytra to delay her from attempting to rescue you. I can only pray to the ancestors that the dragon succeeded.
 
   Martok
 
   Kat returned the parchment with a wry grin. “Well, at least I now know why Maytra was pretending to still be injured.” 
 
   Ethan felt a pang of jealousy. It was clear that Martok had stronger feelings for Kat than he had realized. And the tiny smile she now wore was making him wonder how she might be feeling in return. 
 
   He waited for their eyes to meet. “He’s right,” he said. “You are a treasure most precious.” 
 
   She gave his calf a squeeze. “You are so easy to read, Ethan. I’m not interested in some old ghost. I appreciate what he did. More than you can imagine. But I don’t love Martok. I love you.”
 
   He bent down from the saddle to stroke her hair. But the movement brought on a dizzy spell, and he was forced to quickly grab at the horse’s neck. He could see the sudden look of concern on Kat’s face.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he assured her. “But the magic Martok used to get me here so fast really did a number on me.”
 
   “How did he do it?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m not sure. But whatever it was, it must have been powerful. When he's in control I can catch only snippets of what's going on. Most of the time it’s like I’m asleep. Now and then I catch flashes of what he sees, but it only lasts for a second or two.”
 
   He didn’t want to say it, but during those brief moments he could also see inside Martok's mind. At least to a small degree. It was how he knew of his feelings for Kat, and of his constant bitterness whenever forced to rejoin the spirits of his ancestors within.
 
   When nearing the manor, they could see a great deal of commotion going on. Ethan asked a passerby what had happened.
 
   “King Ganix has just returned from the Dragon Wastes,” said the old man. “And not a moment too soon, if you ask me. He's the wisest dwarf that ever lived.”
 
   The prospect of seeing Ganix again made Ethan smile. And it was good to know that the king had made it back to Elyfoss unharmed.
 
   After sliding from the saddle, his legs were aching so badly that he was forced to lean on Kat just to make it to the front door of the manor. Two of the guards there at once relieved her and helped him along to the council chambers. 
 
   The room was abuzz. King Halvar and King Ganix were seated together at the far side of the table, both poring over a map laid out in front of them. The rest of the chairs were occupied by various members of the council. The mood seemed relaxed, and as far as Ethan could tell, there did not seem to be any issue between the two monarchs regarding who was in authority.
 
   They both bounced up from their chairs in surprise when seeing him and Kat enter. Ethan eased himself down into an empty seat near to them, wincing with each movement but still aware of all the amazed looks coming his way from virtually every direction.
 
   “By the spirits!” Halvar cried. “How did you escape?”
 
   Ganix was equally thrilled. “However you did it, you have saved us from a suicide mission. We were just going over the best way to save you. Of course, there is no best way…”
 
   “I’ll tell you all about it,” said Ethan. “But first you need to read this.” He handed the parchment to Kat, who took it over to the kings. 
 
   As they were reading, Keira entered. On spotting Ethan she stopped dead in her tracks, staring at him in stunned silence. After regaining her composure, a broad smile formed. “It seems you are more resourceful than I would have ever thought. To escape Shinzan’s clutches…a mighty feat indeed.” 
 
   She took Kat’s hands. “I am so happy for you. Truly I am.”
 
   Kat kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”
 
   After reading Martok's message, Halvar stood and cleared his throat to silence the chamber. “I am very happy to welcome back both Lord Dragonvein and King Ganix to Elyfoss. I was going to plan a special celebration to mark this. But it would seem that time will not allow it.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” said Ganix. “One night of merry-making will not hurt. After we have completed our business here of course.”
 
   Halvar nodded, smiling. “Very well. Agreed.” 
 
   He turned his attention back to the room. “I have spoken with King Ganix briefly and learned that another mage has been brought back from Earth.”
 
   Ethan raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.
 
   “He also told me that the Imperial fleet is massing off the coast of Ralmaria. We already know that Shinzan is readying his forces in Traxis, but given what I have just read, I think we can deal with them easily enough. The silver dragon is no longer a threat. And we have five mages on our side. Not to mention the white dragon.”
 
   Ethan frowned. He did not like the idea of putting Maytra into any further danger. “I don’t think we’ll be needing her,” he said.
 
   Halvar shrugged. “Perhaps not. It is of little concern right now. First, I would know exactly how you managed to escape from Shinzan’s grasp.”
 
   The telling was fairly brief, even still Ethan soon began slurring his words and pausing frequently to regain focus. By the time he was done, he was little more than mumbling inaudibly. 
 
   “That’s enough,” Kat told him firmly. “You can’t go on like this. You need to rest.”
 
   He was in no condition to argue. Halvar called for a guard and ordered him to escort Ethan to his room. Kat was right behind them, unwilling to leave his side even for a moment.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “To think that Martok was able to stand against the might of Shinzan,” remarked Halvar. “Having such an ally will go a long way to assuring our victory.”
 
   “There is much danger in this, I think,” said Ganix. “Martok was indeed powerful. But in the end it was his lust for yet more power that doomed him.”
 
   “That is not true,” Keira protested. “Martok was betrayed for his beliefs. He only desired to unite the people of Lumnia. It was the greed and bigotry of humans and dwarves that was his undoing.”
 
   “Clearly the elves have heard a different version of history,” remarked Ganix. “But regardless of that, to have a mage walking Lumnia who could possibly rival Shinzan himself in power is a matter not to be taken lightly. It is undeniable he would be a tremendous asset to our cause if the stories about him are true.”
 
   The council members looked skeptical. They too had heard the tales of Martok the Destroyer. Only the defenses of their great wall had halted his conquest.
 
   “Whatever doubts may exist, for now I think we should proceed as planned,” Ganix concluded. “But we proceed with caution until Martok's motives become clear.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Halvar. “There is certainly no better course of action open to us at present.”
 
   Keira nodded. “I will begin preparations immediately.”
 
   “Not so fast,” said Halvar. “I would have you join us in our celebration. This may be the last time we can lay our troubles aside. And before you object, know that I will be deeply insulted should you decline my invitation.”
 
   Keira sighed and then cracked a tiny smile. “Insulting you is something I would most certainly not wish to do, Your Highness.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   After the guard had left them, Kat helped Ethan out of his clothes and into a soft cotton night robe. Desperately, she had wanted their reunion to be one of a passionate nature, but for the time being that was totally out of the question. She could feel his muscles twitching and jerking erratically as she lowered him down and pulled the blanket over him. 
 
   “Katyana,” he whispered. His eyes were closed and his words barely carried to her.
 
   “I’m here,” she said, placing a hand on his cheek. The use of her full name struck her as odd. Ethan rarely called her by that.
 
   “Katyana,” he repeated. “Not until I know it is me you love.”
 
   “I do love you,” she said, slightly amused that he was talking in his sleep.
 
   “I will not take you,” he said. “It must be me…not him. You must love me.”
 
   Kat knitted her brow. “Ethan? Is this you?”
 
   “Ethan…yes…Ethan. Not him…not the other…I am Ethan.”
 
   Kat leaned in and kissed his forehead. “Poor thing. I can’t imagine how tired you must be.”
 
   After changing into a night gown, she slipped into bed beside him. Soon, the mumbling stopped and his arm came over to pull her close. 
 
   There was a satisfied smile on his face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   The following morning Ethan and Kat began saying their farewells. Both Halvar and Ganix were looking ragged from their previous night of merry-making, though Ganix still made a point of pulling Ethan aside for a private talk. While they spoke together, Kat set off to the home of Lady Thora to see her and the girls one last time.
 
   “There is something I must tell you,” Ganix began. “I would have told you last night, but you were in no condition to hear it.” He looked directly into Ethan’s eyes. “Jonas is dead.”
 
   Ethan caught his breath; this was a major shock. Gradually composing himself, he nodded solemnly. “How did it happen?”
 
   Ganix recounted the events as told to him by Markus. “I know that Kat was very fond of him,” he concluded. “So I thought the news of his passing should come from you.”
 
   “It sounds like he died bravely,” remarked Ethan. “I’ll be sure to tell her before we get there.”
 
   Ganix gave his arm a fond squeeze. “Thank you.”
 
   After Kat's return from Lady Thora’s house, the two of them set out in search of Keira. They found her busily preparing her people to march. In spite of Ethan’s objections, she insisted on providing them with an escort all the way to where they were meeting the boat. 
 
   This time on horseback, the journey to the shore took only two days. Ethan contacted the vessel using the sending rod, and just as Martok had stated in his message, it was already waiting for them a few miles offshore. 
 
   Ethan waited until their sea journey was well underway before telling Kat about Jonas. He could see that she was deeply saddened, despite putting on a brave face.
 
   “You know,” she said, leaning over the bow railing, “He was the very first man I trusted after running away from home. Even when he was being mean, I knew he wasn’t like the scumbags I dealt with every day in Miltino.”
 
   “Are you going to be all right?” he asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yes. I just wish I'd had the chance to tell him how much he meant to me. So many people have died. And there will be more...a lot more...before this is all over.”
 
   “Let’s just hope that whatever Martok has found will help us end it soon,” said Ethan.
 
    Kat placed her head on his shoulder, and together they watched the sun sink slowly over the horizon.
 
   Aside from revealing the sad news regarding Jonas, the trip was pleasant and largely uneventful. Six dwarves were now crewing the vessel, which meant Ethan and Kat had little to do apart from relax and enjoy each other's company. Ethan spotted a small group of sirean on the sixth day, but they took only a passing interest in the boat. 
 
   It was late in the evening when they at last reached their destination. Jake and Val leapt from the other boat and came running along the dock to greet them. Two dwarves, who Ethan guessed had brought the boat back to the Dragon Wastes after delivering King Ganix, along with an unfamiliar and unhappy looking man, followed them rather more slowly. 
 
   The dwarves bowed curtly, then joined their people on the newly arrived vessel. After hugging Kat, Val set about introducing David. 
 
   “So you’re the great Ethan Dragonvein,” he said. “I expected you to look more impressive.”
 
   The insult was ignored. “I am very pleased to meet you,” Ethan said, extending his hand.
 
   David barely touched his palm before withdrawing again. “I wish I could say the same.”
 
   “Stop being an asshole,” Jake scolded. “Just for one day.”
 
   David merely sniffed and set off back to the boat.
 
   “I guess he’s not very happy about being here,” Ethan said, staring after him.
 
   “Yeah, you could say that,” replied Val. “I keep thinking he’ll get over it, but he hasn’t so far. But don’t worry. He’ll come around sooner or later.”
 
   “I’m afraid it will have to be sooner,” Ethan said. “I need to speak with Renald right away.”
 
   “Old fella’s probably asleep by now,” said Jake.
 
   “Then I’ll need to wake him up. This can't wait.” 
 
   He turned to Kat. “I want you to wait here for me. I’ll be back soon, I promise.” After kissing her tenderly, he headed down the dock and toward the cabin.
 
   He could tell that Kat was reluctant to see him leave her side, even here, where they both knew it was safe. He felt the same way. But what he had to say to Renald needed absolute privacy.
 
   He smiled as he crossed the threshold of the ward keeping the land alive and fertile. The scent of apple blossoms and wild onions wafted on a gentle north breeze, bringing back pleasant memories. 
 
   Contrary to what Jake had said, Renald was not asleep. Rather, he was sitting on the porch munching on a pear. He nodded curtly as Ethan approached and took a seat beside him.
 
   “Markus and Lylinora are sleeping inside,” the old mage told him. “And I assume you know about Jonas.”
 
   Ethan nodded. “Yes. King Ganix told me what happened.”
 
   “And how do you feel about it?”
 
   Ethan lowered his head. “He will be missed. If the story I heard is true, he sacrificed his life for all of us.” 
 
   “Is that right? You will miss him?”
 
   Ethan cocked his head and frowned. “Of course I will. What are you saying?”
 
   Renald took another bite from the pear before answering. “I am saying you can drop the deception, Martok. I am not so easily fooled.”
 
   Ethan straightened his back. “That’s not funny.”
 
   “Better,” said Renald. “That’s sounds a bit more like Ethan. But you still need to work on it.”
 
   Ethan glared angrily, but slowly his features softened into a wry grin. “You are a clever old man, I must admit. How did you know?” His hand shot up before Renald could answer. “It was the wards, of course. I should have been more careful.”
 
   “How long have you possessed his body this time?”
 
   “For considerably longer than you might think. And I do not intend to return it.”
 
   “You must.”
 
   “And what will you do if I refuse? Expose me? I think not.”
 
   Renald raised an eyebrow. “And why is that?”
 
   “Because of what I know.”
 
   “Your power is truly awesome,” Renald admitted. “But the others will not follow you, especially Kat.” 
 
   Seeing Martok's reaction to the sound of her name, he smiled. “Is that what this is all about? You are in love with Kat?” He shook his head. “I suppose even the mighty Martok is not immune to matters of the heart. But she loves Ethan. Not you. And stealing his body will not change this. In any case, I will tell her the truth.”
 
   In a flash, Martok sprang up from his chair. He loomed over Renald, face glowering. “This is about far more than whatever I may feel for Katyana, you old fool. Ethan cannot hope to defeat Shinzan.”
 
   Unmoved by this sudden display of aggression, Renald shook his head. “Neither can you. As powerful as you are, you are no match for him. And you know it.”
 
   “Alone, no. But I am not alone, am I?” 
 
   Renald snorted a laugh. “You would challenge him with these novices at your side? Are you insane? They would not last thirty seconds.”
 
   Martok turned away and rested his hands on the porch railing. “They will be sufficient. I do not need them to challenge Shinzan directly.”
 
   “Then how will you use them?”
 
   “There is an ancient magic known only to a few. If used properly, it will weaken him long enough for me to destroy him.”
 
   “And what will happen to the others?”
 
   “If they do as they are told, they should survive.”
 
   Renald got up and stood beside him. “But you are not sure of this.”
 
   “There are few guarantees in life. You know that as well as anyone.” He shot the old man a sideways glance. “The magic I speak of is dangerous. And yes, they may be killed. But one thing is certain. If we fail, everyone will die. The armies marching on each other are inconsequential. For Shinzan, it is nothing but a game. He could not care less about the outcome.”
 
   “And I suppose you do.”
 
   “More than you know. The stories you have heard about me…many are true. But in war a person must be ruthless, even when fighting on the side of good. I will ensure that Shinzan’s armies are defeated. However, this will have no impact whatsoever on the outcome of the real war. I do this only to save the lives of those who have lived under the rule of a monster for far too long.”
 
   “I wish I could believe you. I dearly want to.”
 
   “You do not have to believe me. You need only to remain silent.” 
 
   Renald sighed. “I am sorry. I cannot. What you have done…are doing...it is wrong.”
 
   “And I suppose freeing your son would be wrong as well.”
 
   “My son? What in the name of the spirits are you talking about? I have no son.”
 
   “Of course you do,” Martok said. “I can only assume that you have erased him from your memory. But you do have a son. I saw his likeness projected from your ward.”
 
   Renald waved a hand. “This is sheer nonsense. No one could cast such a spell on me.”
 
   “They could if you were to allow it.”
 
   Before Renald could react, Martok pressed his palm to Renald’s forehead. The old mage went instantly rigid.  
 
   “Do not be alarmed,” Martok told him. “This will not hurt you. I am only showing you what it is you need to see.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Renald had no idea of how long he had been standing there. He could not tear his eyes away from the crystal. Encased within was the most important person in his life. He reached out and placed a loving hand on the cold hard surface.
 
   “I am truly sorry, Lynial,” he said. “But I just couldn’t let you go through with it. This is the only way I could stop you.”
 
   He bent down to kiss the crystal, then, with one final tender look, exited the chamber. 
 
   The powerful wards he had cast just a short time earlier still glowed with a pale green light. He pushed open the iron gate at the end of the corridor and snapped the lock shut. It was done…almost.
 
   The sound of soft footsteps approaching made his heart pound. It was now that his resolve would be fully tested. Could he go through with it? He had thought so. But when actually faced with it…
 
   “I am here, Renald.”
 
   Her voice was like a crystal chime in the summer breeze. The scent of her perfume instantly created thoughts of the carefree days of his youth. He turned slowly and smiled. “Illyrian.”
 
   Even when wearing the worn pants and ragged shirt she put on so as to travel without attracting attention, she was still a true beauty to behold. She moved closer. “Have you secured Lynial?”
 
   Renald nodded. “I have. The wards are in place. Not even Praxis could undo them.”
 
   “And you are sure this is what you want to do?”
 
   “I can see no other way. I will not allow him to go off with my brother to fight Shinzan. It is a fool’s quest doomed to failure.” Realizing that his words were upsetting her, he quickly softened his tone. “I wish I could have changed Praxis' mind. I tried, but it is firmly set.”
 
   “I know.” Her eyes were sad and her voice a mere whisper. “And you are right. It is a fool’s quest. The time for action is long past. Even if we had fought Shinzan the moment we became aware of his threat, it may still have only hastened our defeat. Soon he will control everything. And when he does, he will hunt us down and kill us all.”
 
   There was a long silence. Renald knew she was right. Once Shinzan defeated Praxis and the remaining members of the Council, he would slaughter every other mage who still lived. Not even the healers would be safe. “What will you do?” he asked.
 
   “Should Praxis and the others fail, I will take my son to Elyfoss and pray that their gates are strong enough to hold the beast at bay.” She forced a smile. “At least there I will have a few luxuries to enjoy. I’m afraid I have become a touch spoiled of late.” 
 
   After a brief pause, she blew out a cleansing breath. “I suppose we should get started.”
 
   Renald’s nerves instantly began to unravel. This was it. “I’m…I’m ready,” he said.
 
   Illyrian touched his cheek. “There is nothing to fear. You are doing the right thing.”
 
   “It’s not that. It’s just that you will see…everything.”
 
   “And I will not whisper a word of it to anyone,” she promised. 
 
   Allowing this to continue would expose all of Renald's deepest secrets. Mostly, this was not a problem for him. He would willingly share his innermost thoughts with her. It was only the most private secret of all that he longed to keep to himself. But there was no other way. 
 
   He nodded his consent and closed his eyes.
 
   The spell was subtle at first. He felt only a slight tingling on his face where she had placed her hands. Then, gradually, it became much more intense. Soon it felt as if tiny needles were probing their way all around his brain. He sucked his teeth, trying not to cry out. Flashes of his past raced randomly through his mind. Some he remembered. Others were of days long forgotten. 
 
   A minute later, the sensation began to ease and then ceased completely. He opened his eyes. Illyrian was standing a few feet away, her hands folded at her waist.
 
   “It didn’t work,” Renald said, disappointment immediately tearing away at his soul.
 
   “Oh, yes it did,” she corrected. “In three days you will remember none of this. That will give you enough time to be well away from this place. When you wake on the third day, the secret of your son’s location will no longer be yours to keep. In your mind, it will be as if he had never existed.”
 
   The thought of this forced a tear to run down his face. Three days. It would be torture. But should he be captured, Shinzan might very well find a way to force the information from his mind. That was a risk he was unwilling to take.
 
   He lowered his head. “Thank you.”
 
   Illyrian touched the back of his hand. “I should go. And so should you.”
 
   “In a while. I need to be alone.”
 
   She nodded understandingly. “Very well.” 
 
   She started toward the exit, but paused a few yards away. “I already knew,” she called back without turning around.
 
   Renald looked up.
 
   “I already knew that you were in love with me,” she continued. “And I must admit there were times when I thought I might have chosen the wrong brother.” 
 
   Without another word, she carried on walking until out of sight.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Renald stumbled backwards until thudding into the cabin wall. Had it been just a few inches to the right, he would have crashed straight through the window. He slid down into a seated position, weeping uncontrollably.  
 
   “So now you see why you will keep my secret,” Martok told him. “In return, I will save your son. Are we understood on this?”
 
   Renald was unable to speak. His body shuddered violently as all the memories came flooding back in. 
 
   The front door opened and Markus stepped out onto the porch, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “Ethan? When did you get back?”
 
   Martok gave him a warm smile and a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Just a few minutes ago.”
 
   Markus nodded over at Renald. “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “He has just learned that he's a father.” 
 
   “A father?”
 
   “It’s a long story. One I think Renald should tell, not me.” He reached down and offered his hand to the old mage.
 
   Renald looked up into Martok's eyes for a long moment before accepting his help. Once on his feet, he wiped his face on his sleeve.  “Yes. Thank you…Ethan.” 
 
   He turned to Markus. “I will explain it all in the morning. For now, I think I need to go to bed. This has been quite an ordeal.” He tottered inside, his posture bent and looking far older than only a few minutes previously.
 
   “Is Kat with you?” asked Markus once the old mage was gone.
 
   Martok nodded. “She's back at the dock.”
 
   The door opened again to reveal Lylinora. Her sleepy expression quickly turned to a smile of welcome on seeing Ethan. “You're back,” she said, embracing him fondly.
 
   Martok regarded her with no small measure of appreciation. A beautiful figure of a mage, this one. And from the memories he had seen in Ethan’s mind, strong and passionate. Only Katyana could compare. 
 
   Deciding that sleep would be out of the question, they soon decided to join Kat and the others at the dock. After Markus and Lylinora had quickly changed, the three of them set off. 
 
   “Does all this walking not become tiresome?” Martok asked irritably after only a few yards. 
 
   Markus laughed. “Sorry. No horses.”
 
   Martok waved his hand in a grand sweeping gesture. Three black stallions, all with saddles invitingly upon them, flashed into existence. “Then what are these?”
 
   Lylinora eyed him cautiously. “You think to ride them?”
 
   “And why not?” he asked. 
 
   “If you can maintain the spell long enough for us to reach the dock, then that would truly be a feat. Clearly the lessons with Martok have gone well.”
 
   “He is an amazing teacher,” he responded, doing his best not to sound overly prideful. 
 
   “Indeed he must be,” she remarked.  
 
   They mounted the steeds and rode at a quick trot to the dock. Kat was talking quietly with the others on the bow of the first boat, but her relaxed look quickly changed to one of complete astonishment on seeing the three horses. Even more so when they were made to vanish in a puff of black smoke. 
 
   “When did you learn that?” she gasped. 
 
   “I’ve been practicing,” he said, grinning boyishly. “I wanted us to be able to take rides together.”
 
   After kissing him on the cheek, she whispered, “And horses will make it easier for us to find somewhere private.”
 
   Martok feigned a shy grin. But the thought of this had his heart pounding. 
 
   For the rest of the night, he recounted the events leading up to their return. Even David was impressed that he had been able to escape from Shinzan’s palace. 
 
   “So do you think Martok has found a way to beat him?” asked Markus. 
 
   He nodded. “But he will have to tell you about it himself.”
 
   “When?” asked Lylinora.
 
   “Once Renald is awake, I will allow him to come out,” he told them. 
 
   By now, dawn was beginning to break. Markus and Lylinora decided to return to their bed and grab another hour or two of sleep before Renald woke. Once they'd departed, Kat and Martok strolled along the beach together until Val called over to say that breakfast was ready. 
 
   It was around mid-morning when they arrived as a group at the cabin. Renald was sitting on the porch, his eyes glazed and the lines on his face carved even more deeply. He seemed oblivious to everyone around him.
 
   “How long has he been like this?” Kat asked Lylinora.
 
   “Since he woke an hour ago,” she replied. “He just keeps muttering to himself – though I can’t make out anything he’s saying.”
 
   “Little matter,” said Martok. “His presence is not required.”
 
   Kat flashed him an angry look, but then the arrogant expression on his face told her that she was no longer speaking to Ethan. 
 
   “Ah, my dear,” he said, smiling. “You are the vision of loveliness.”
 
   Kat sniffed and sat down beside Renald. “I must get Ethan to warn me before he lets you out.”
 
    Martok did his best to look as if the comment had made no impact. “I need you all to listen to me very carefully,” he announced, then waited until everyone was gathered in front of him before continuing. “I shall be instructing all of you from now on. The good news is, there is a way we can defeat our enemy. But only if you do exactly as I say.”
 
   “I suppose I will still be instructing Ethan,” Kat said. 
 
   “Ethan will not be involved any longer,” he told her. “The magic needed to end this is beyond him. When the time comes, I shall be the one to destroy Shinzan.” 
 
   He could see the objections rising up in Kat. And Lylinora was suddenly stone-faced. He pressed on before either of them could interrupt. “There is an incantation that can weaken Shinzan sufficiently for me to be able to kill him. But the death of his body will not be enough. His spirit will live on and simply inhabit another. To prevent this, his essence must be contained.”
 
   “But I thought we had to destroy the source of his power,” said Val. “That’s what Renald and Lylinora have been telling us.”
 
   “This is true,” Martok agreed. “But we do not know where - or even what - that source is. Once he is trapped, that will give us the time we need to find its location. If we simply kill him, there will not be enough time.”
 
   “So how do we trap him?” asked David, not hiding his contempt. “With our bare hands?”
 
   “You are a simpering little dog, aren’t you?” Martok chided. “But there is a way. It is a device made long ago by the dwarves. It can contain Shinzan long enough to give us the time we need.”
 
   “And where is this device?” asked Lylinora. 
 
   “Do not concern yourself with that for now,” Martok told her. “Yours is to simply listen and learn. Once I am satisfied you can all accomplish your tasks, then I will retrieve it.” He looked over the group. “If you have questions…keep them to yourself.” 
 
   Closing his eyes, he muttered a short spell. In response, a patch of ground a few feet from the front porch bubbled up and then melted into a pool of black liquid. From out of this quagmire arose a superbly crafted, ten-foot diameter round table of polished onyx, along with eight matching chairs. 
 
   “I will need parchment and a quill,” Martok commanded. “Renald!”
 
   Renald snapped to attention, all trace of his stupor suddenly gone.
 
   “Parchment and quill, if you please.”
 
   The old mage nodded and hurried inside.
 
   “When can I learn to do that?” asked Jake, clearly impressed by the display of magic.
 
   “In time,” Martok said. “Once our enemy is vanquished, you can spend the rest of your days exploring wonders beyond your comprehension.” He waved for them all to join him around the table. “Come. There is much to do today. And I cannot remain here for very long.”
 
   As soon as Renald returned with the writing material, Martok wrote down a long incantation that covered two entire sheets of parchment. 
 
   “Each of you should copy this,” he told them. “You will need to memorize it thoroughly before we can move on to the next step.”
 
   Martok could feel Ethan pressing in, trying to regain control. Rising up, he rubbed his temples and staggered back. 
 
   “I think it’s time you were going,” Kat told him.
 
   “You are right,” he replied. “For now, there is nothing more for me to do. But know that I will miss your company while I am away.”
 
   He thought he saw a faint smile creep onto the corners of her mouth. But he couldn’t be sure. 
 
   “Will this really work?” she asked. “Can you really defeat him?
 
   Martok stepped closer and lowered his head. “I will kill Shinzan. Even at the cost of my own life, and that of my entire family who dwells with me. The people of Lumnia will be free once more. This I swear.” He took her hand. She did not resist. “Until the next time.”
 
   Having made this vow, he dropped to his knees, acting as though suddenly overcome by a great bout of dizziness. 
 
   After a few moments he looked up, blinking. “What…what happened?”
 
   Kat helped him to his feet. “Come inside. I’ll tell you all about it.”
 
   Martok allowed himself to be led inside the cabin and helped onto the couch. As she brought him up to date on what had been discussed, he pretended to be hearing it all for the first time. Through the window he could see Renald eyeing him with a combination of anger and desperation. The old man would keep his secret. That much was clear. But Martok knew he would need to start doing a much better job of behaving like Ethan.  
 
   “Are you all right?” Kat asked, once she was finished.
 
   He pulled her close, resting her head on his chest. 
 
   “I'm fine,” he assured her. “Trust me. I have never felt better.”
 
    
 
   End Book Three
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