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Chapter I
 
   The weak light of their torch pressed against the blackness all around them as they each stole quietly down the dark corridor like fleeting spirits.  Even in these dank catacombs beneath the palace, they could still hear the steady thunder of the siege engines laying waste to the castle’s outer defenses above.
 
   “Hurry, Your Highness,” the lead man urged.
 
   The princess quickened her pace yet again, though the apprehension in her heart grew with every step.  “Captain,” she said as loudly as she dared, “why is my father sending me away?”  She slowed a bit as her gaze followed her thoughts to the battle above.  “I’m worried about him.”
 
   In her heart she knew the truth.  Why else would her father send her away unless he feared the castle, her home, would fall?
 
   Imperial Guard Captain Soloman glanced over his shoulder at her, his frown clearly showing his impatience.  He reached back and took his princess by the hand.  “Your father will do all he can, Highness.  The most important thing now is to see you safely away from here.”  At that, he pulled her along behind him quickly, the princess taking two steps for every one of the captain’s own.
 
   His answer did nothing to allay her fears; he was deflecting but she knew why.  The good captain did not wish to admit he remained as uncertain about his Emperor’s fate as any.  The princess glanced behind her to the pair of elite Imperial Guards bringing up the rear of their small party but if they shared her concern they gave no outward signs.
 
   The four of them pressed onward, farther and deeper into the catacombs until the depth of their descent reduced the sounds of the siege above to an occasional, ominous vibration in the stone.  Their booted footfalls now predominated as hollow echoes on the cold stone floor, marred only by the occasional squeak of a protesting rodent.
 
   With a sharp upward motion of his hand, Soloman signaled them all to an abrupt halt.  Surrounded by so much darkness, the sudden glow of the luminous, white light shining from around the next bend was a beacon in the black.  Particularly disconcerting was the way it moved.  It did not sway or bob as might an ordinary human carrying a lantern, nor did it flicker like a torch.  It simply advanced, smoothly and steadily, growing brighter as it approached.
 
   Weapons flashed as they came silently from their scabbards and Soloman motioned them hastily to retreat back the way they had come with three quick jabs of his hand.  The two men at the rear turned—and bumped into an invisible wall.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Soloman whispered harshly.  “Move!”
 
   The two men looked to each other, concern and confusion apparent on both their faces, and then alternately threw their shoulders against the impenetrable barrier with a loud clamor of armor and buckles.
 
   Suddenly the princess feared for them all.  “Captain, what is happening?”
 
   The muscles in the soldier’s jaw flexed several times as he ground his teeth and stared hard through the invisible wall.  “Magic, princess,” he growled.  “It seems the Dark One has found us after all.”  
 
   He whirled then, facing the advancing menace with a resolve as hard as stone.  “Sergeants,” he beckoned, and a moment later each of the other soldiers took a position to either side of their captain, forming their own protective wall in front of their princess.
 
   “If he seeks to have you,” Soloman said icily, “he’d better have brought with him all the demons of Hell.”
 
   All too soon the light engulfed them, shining like a white hot, blazing sun that filled the passageway with a blinding intensity.  Soloman shielded his eyes against the brilliance with his left hand and held his blade ready to strike in his right.  
 
   A strange mist then coalesced over the three men and held them fast like ants in amber.  Muscles frozen, heartbeats stilled, they might have been statues in Medusa’s lair for all the signs of life they showed to the princess, who alone remained free.
 
   She rushed forward in a panic and seized Captain Soloman by the arm and shoulder, desperately attempting to break whatever magical hold had taken him but he remained solid and unmovable as a pillar of stone.  She stopped then and took several deep breaths. “A rational mind prevails,” she said softly, remembering the oft-spoken mantra of her father.  That memory calmed her, steeled her.  She wiped away the tear at the corner of her eye and stood to face the menace that had trapped them.
 
   “What is it you want?” she asked, her voice finding the strength not to crack.
 
   The luminescent being answered her in a language both alien and beautiful, its voice a chorus of three that scattered her fear like a cloud of butterflies on the wind.  The young woman’s eyes widened in recognition and a familiar love washed over her in answer.
 
   “I knew you would return,” the princess said.  “I knew you would never abandon me.” 
 
   Though he could not move, sweat poured down Soloman’s face as his princess slipped past him.  He fought desperately to break free, to scream, to do anything but watch helplessly—not while there was still the slightest chance to save her.
 
   The princess walked straight into the intense brilliance of the white light and vanished within its spectral depths from the eyes of those soldiers sent to protect her.  At the center she could see more clearly, as though passing through some invisible barrier marking the blinding luminance outside from the soft glow emanating from the humanoid being before her now.  She stepped forward into its loving embrace and let her temple rest against the supernatural being’s chest.
 
   “Where will we go?” she asked, feeling less alone and afraid now that she was reunited with the one she trusted above all others.
 
   The being turned slightly, releasing one arm from the embrace and extending it toward the direction from which it had come.  The princess looked and there the air wavered like desert heat.  Then the veil of her world opened up and parted with a watery shimmer, like the surface of a lake pulling apart.  
 
   The princess gasped and her mouth dropped open in wonder at what she beheld.  “I have never seen such a place,” she breathed.
 
   Together the princess and the luminous being passed through the magical gate arm in arm.  In another moment, the wavering rift sealed itself behind them with a sharp retort and brilliant flash of light.
 
   Then all was dark once more.
 
   Soloman burst forward, no longer restrained by whatever magic had bound him, but far too late.  The princess had vanished.  Taking a knee, he peered down where she had stood and examined the thin film of dust on the stone floor.  Where the princess had stopped was plainly visible, but now…
 
   “The wall,” one of the other soldiers spoke as he waved his sword experimentally in the air.  “It is gone.”
 
   As there was no need, Soloman did not turn.  Though no longer sure if it had truly been the Dark One after all, who, or what, it was now had what it came for.
 
   The princess was gone.
 
   
  
 

Chapter II
 
   “I don’t get it,” Steve whispered beneath the droning of his teacher’s latest lecture on the American Civil War, this one on the Battle of Gettysburg.  “Why would they insist on taking me with them?”  The newly-turned eighteen year-old blew a lock of his otherwise short, yellow-blond hair away from his blue eyes with a huff that was equal parts impatience and frustration. He felt torn, really.  Granted, he passed his eighteenth year only last month but, regardless of that fact, he was now legally a man, thereby capable of making his own decisions about how he would spend his time and with whom.  At the same time, however, he felt an annoying responsibility to respect his parents and attend the reading of the recently deceased man’s will—even if he still was a little fuzzy about just how the dearly departed had even known his mom and dad.  Still, a convenient excuse would be a God-send just then.
 
   John shrugged his indifference.  “I can’t claim mind reading on my resume—particularly when it comes to parents—but I think you’re complaining for nothing.  Dude, you’re getting out of school early.”  He said this last as though that alone justified the infringement of his friend’s time and so much more by the parental units.
 
   Early or not, Steve’s mind raced for an excuse.  Homework was definitely out of the question, as his parents would never believe in his sudden conversion to studiousness.  A part-time job would be convenient about now but that too was not a reality.  Hard as he tried, there seemed no credible way out of what was sure to be a monumental waste of time.  
 
   “None of my family even knew this guy when he was alive, but mail them a fancy invitation and suddenly they can’t say no.”  Steve recalled noting the invitation when he carried it inside from the mailbox a few days earlier.  It was the envelope that caught his eye; made from hand-pressed paper, it had a different look and feel from the rest of the mass-produced mailings he had also carried.  Steve had tossed the pile on the kitchen table and his father noticed it right away too.  He opened it first out of curiosity more than anything, and the card within briefly detailed the passing of a sketchily distant relative, Mr. William Jacobs, in flowing hand-written calligraphy.  “Even if there was some remote, tenuously thin, thread of familial connection,” Steve continued, “it’s not like my parents stand to gain anything out of this.  They never even knew him.  Why not just skip the courtesies and pretend we were never told about it?”
 
   “Mr. Walker!”
 
   Steve sat bolt upright in his seat.
 
   “This is my history class and unless you have a photographic memory I expect you to be listening as well as taking notes.  Class isn’t over until the bell rings and you are mine until that time.  Am I clear?”
 
   Mr. Eron peered at Steve from behind little round glasses which always managed to slip down the bridge of a pudgy nose that seemed too large for his face.  Steve wondered off-handedly how somebody could possibly possess so many chins.
 
   “Very clear,” Steve replied with a nod.
 
   Satisfied, Mr. Eron pushed up his glasses for the hundredth time and continued the lecture.
 
   John lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Just how far removed is this dead guy anyway?”  
 
   “As far as I know he isn’t even a real relative.”
 
   Mr. Eron whirled, cheeks flushed red in anger.  “Steven Walker!”
 
   The stress of the day, mixed with his compounding irritation, allowed the young man’s temper to flare for one regrettably uncontrolled moment and Steve responded without thinking.  “What?!” he shouted back.
 
   The entire class, John included, stared wide-eyed and silent.  Steve silently cursed himself for letting his frustration get away from him but there was nothing to be done about it now.  Mistake or no, the deed was done.  Best to just face the music and move on.
 
   The silence between teacher and student broke as the dismissal bell sounded.  John was out of his seat like a bottle rocket.  His own book bag already on his shoulder, he grabbed Steve’s bag in one hand and practically hoisted Steve out of his seat with the other.  In the next two seconds, John pulled his friend out the door of the history class and into the hallway beyond.  A dozen feet down the hall, John handed Steve his book bag with a smile on his face that showed his barely contained mirth.
 
   “I appreciate your effort but you know this isn’t over,” Steve said slipping his bag over one shoulder.
 
   John’s voice squeaked as he tried unsuccessfully to suppress his mirth.  “I’m sorry, but--but did you see his face?”
 
   Steve walked on somberly, well aware of the consequences yet to be faced.  Tomorrow’s class would likely kick off with a rousing trip to speak with the principal.
 
   “‘What?!’” John imitated, a near perfect mimic of Steve’s tone, if not volume.
 
   Steve couldn’t help but smile.  I suppose it is kind of funny, he admitted to himself, even if it was going to be costly tomorrow.  He clapped his friend on the shoulder, “Look, I have to get going.  My parents know I don’t want to go and they’ll think I did it on purpose if I’m late.”
 
   John glanced at his watch and nodded.  “Yeah, I have to get to fifth period.  I’d walk with you but if I get another tardy it’ll be detention for sure.  I’ll see ya’ later.”
 
   The rest of the afternoon passed much more smoothly than Steve had expected.  After checking out at the school’s main office, he found he still had time to stop for a bite to eat.  That and the fact his parents didn’t try to squeeze him into a suit helped to brighten—if only slightly—an otherwise dreary Friday afternoon.
 
   Oh, that’s right! Steve thought to himself.  Friday.  I’ve been so annoyed about this thing with the will I almost forgot about my date with Amy.  I can’t avoid going with my parents but maybe I can duck out early.
 
   During the next hour, Steve, his father, mother and five year-old brother dressed and drove to the legal offices of Dunn and McCracken, Steve in his 2009 red Mustang and the rest of the family in their four-door, blue Ford Edge.  Once inside, Steve made no effort to disguise his resigned sigh as the elevator climbed higher into the steel and concrete tower.  On the seventeenth floor, the elevator halted and the doors opened with barely a sound.  Not surprisingly, Steve exited last.
 
   Bill, Steve’s father, crossed the hall to the double doors directly in front of them and opened one with his right hand and a simultaneous, good-humored flourish of his left hand, bidding them all to enter.  This was unmistakably the right room, for it teemed with people and, as expected, Steve didn’t recognize a single one of them.
 
   “Dad, ask yourself, is this really necessary?”
 
   His father only rolled his eyes and pointed into the room.
 
   Another sigh.  “Guess so.”
 
   The pungent scent of cologne mixed with the dusky odor of a recently extinguished cigar washed over them all.  Steve waved a hand in front of his face to try to clear the air without effect and, suddenly, he remembered why he hated crowds.
 
   Rows and rows of fold-up chairs stretched from the left wall to the right, leaving only a single three-foot wide aisle down the center for passage.  A hardwood desk stained red sat at the end of this aisle; most likely, Steve surmised, where the arbiter of the will would read.
 
   Steve and his father had just taken their seats when his little blonde-haired brother next to him jumped to his feet.  “Steve, I gotta’ go potty.”
 
   He ruffled the younger’s hair saying, “Billy, can’t you wait?  It looks like they’re going to start soon.”  The doe-eyed boy shook his head and made a fist around each of Steve’s thumbs, pulling with all his might to get his older brother up out of his seat.
 
   The youngster led the way as if he had been there a hundred times before.  Once inside, Steve leaned on the counter to wait for Billy to complete his business.  “Use the shorter one,” he directed.
 
   Billy often attempted to use urinals too tall for him to reach effectively.  Reluctantly, he moved in front of the shorter one.
 
   Steve turned and straightened himself in the mirror.  Wearing his favorite white knitted sweater—his favorite because his girlfriend, Amy, liked the way it looked on him—he ran both hands down the front to smooth the weave.  According to Amy, she liked the way it brought out his iceberg blue eyes and yellow-blond hair.
 
   “I’m done,” Billy said from behind.
 
   Steve waited for his little brother to wash his hands and then said, “Let’s see if we can’t get this done and get out of here.”
 
   Not-so-surprisingly, they returned to find the senior partner of Dunn and McCracken, James McCracken, already seated and reading.  Glancing left and right, Steve estimated nearly a hundred chairs and a butt occupied almost every one.  He quickly led the way back to their seats and turned his attention to the dusky-voiced man at the front of the room.
 
   By his demeanor, James McCracken was no more enthusiastic about his presence at this particular gathering than Steve, and he read with all the excitement and variation of a droning air conditioner.  Steve tried to listen at first, but lost interest quickly in the names he did not recognize receiving piecemeal largesse from a man they very likely never knew well in life themselves.  Though his eyes remained fixed ahead, Steve’s mind wandered; first to his favorite sport of fencing, where presently he reigned undefeated as the west coast champion in saber.  There was just something about the martial sport he found absolutely liberating and, as far as he was concerned, that made it the greatest sport on Earth.
 
   His thoughts drifted further still to his girlfriend, Amy.  Her dark brown hair lightly touching her shoulders, eyes like chestnuts set in pearly white, and the way she always smelled of jasmine.  Though she attended school in Seattle and wouldn’t graduate for another year, Steve often made the drive up to see her and planned to go to college locally, thus saving them both the difficulties of a long-distance relationship.   He could almost see her now, standing before him, quietly calling his name.
 
   “Steve.  Steve, wake up.  Come on, wake up, it’s over.”
 
   Steve roused slowly, only now aware he had dozed off at all.  He rubbed at his eyes and checked his watch, his eyebrows rising in pleasant surprise the meeting had ended sooner than he expected.  Steve filed out of his row with the rest of his family and started milling his way toward the double doors as quickly as the rest of the departing crowd would allow.
 
   “Ah, excuse me!  Mr. Walker!”  
 
   Both Steve and his father turned to find James McCracken motioning in their direction.  Seeing both of them turn he shrugged apologetically saying, “Sorry, I meant young Mr. Walker.  A moment of your time, if I may?” 
 
   Steve pointed to himself in surprise.  “You sure you’ve got the right guy?”
 
   McCracken nodded and Steve could only shrug in response to his father’s perplexed look.  “I have no idea,” he replied to the unspoken question.  “Look, I’m going straight to Amy’s from here anyway so you guys might as well go on ahead.  I’ll let you know what this was about tomorrow.”  His father nodded, his curiosity short-lived, and Steve could see him explaining the situation to his mother as he herded both her and Billy toward the door.
 
   Steve felt like a fish swimming against the river current, moving as he was against the flow of the outgoing crowd but eventually managed to break free and then approached the executor’s desk.  “I’m not so sure I’m really the fellow you’re looking for?” he said.  “I didn’t even know Mr. Jacobs.”
 
   McCracken, a frail looking man in an expensive Armani suit, shuffled the rest of his things into a briefcase and produced a thick, brown folder from within.  Offering it he asked, “You are Steven G. Walker, are you not?”
 
   Steve took it, perplexed, and flipped open the cover.  Inside laid his most recent school picture staring back at him from the front page of an extensive dossier.
 
   “What the...”
 
   Flipping beyond this, his academic records dating back to the first grade, social security information, a list of his extracurricular activities and friends, medical records since birth...  He flipped through page after page, his astonishment and surprise at the amount of information collected on him giving way suddenly to suspicion and anger.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Steve demanded.  “Who the hell was this guy?  Why has he been spying on me for, what, all my life?”
 
   “Please, there is no cause for alarm.  Mr. Jacobs was not spying on you. He was... he was fulfilling a contractual obligation.”
 
   “All right, fine,” Steve said slapping the folder shut and dropping it on the desk with an unceremonious thud.  “Then who was he working for and why does his former employer find me so interesting?”
 
   “I don’t know the details behind Mr. Jacobs’s actions but I served as his legal counsel in all matters for the better part of two decades.  I don’t think it was like that.  The most he ever did say about this matter was that it was a promise he made long ago.  Now that he is gone I am to make sure the final part of that bargain is kept.”  That said, he reached into a drawer and withdrew a six inch by two inch black box shining like polished ebony beneath the office lights.  Setting it on the desk, he pushed it toward Steve.  “Mr. Jacobs wanted you to have this as soon as possible if anything were to happen to him.”
 
   Steve took it, the box opening with a creak to reveal a crystal pendant, hexagonal in shape, flat on top and pointed at the end of its one-inch length.  Around the top of the crystal wrapped a tiny silver band that attached to a fine silver chain.  “Jewelry?” Steve asked with an arched brow.  “I’m flattered and all but we never even dated.”
 
   If McCracken found humor in the joke it didn’t show.  “You may keep the folder,” he said closing his briefcase and clamping it shut with his thumbs with two clicks.  “Mr. Jacobs will not be needing it anymore.”  The lawyer then straightened stiffly and navigated the desk on his way toward the double doors.  “Good day, Mr. Walker.”
 
   Four o’clock, Steve noted as he left the building and emerged into the parking lot.  Still have an hour.
 
   Though the ride into West Seattle was barely thirty-five minutes from the law office, he knew the traffic could turn contentious on a dime.  Steve’s gait, one part walk, one part run, carried him swiftly to his car where he slipped the keys into the lock.  He paused briefly at the door of his car, noticing another man making his way across the parking lot opposite him.  The stranger, a man who looked to be in his late thirties to early forties, with a long, dark coat, and equally dark hair tied in a braid reaching to the middle of his back, eyed him a little too intently for comfort.
 
   Whatever, Steve thought dismissively.  He had more important things to attend to.  Tossing the ebony box on the floor of the passenger side of his car, he inserted his key into the ignition and the red Mustang roared to life.  “Plenty of time,” he said shifting into gear.  The back tires chirped and Steve joined the flow of traffic out of town.
 
   Steve pressed his finger to the doorbell and the door to his girlfriend’s house opened a few moments later.  Amy’s mother, Rebecca Weland, smiled warmly in greeting.  “Hey, Steve; come on in.”
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Weland,” he said stepping into the foyer and then turned, pausing with his back to the staircase leading up to the second floor.
 
   Mrs. Weland turned the latch on the door’s deadbolt and then turned back around to face him.  “I don’t know how you do it; putting up with all that traffic every weekend to come up this way.  What is it, forty minutes?”
 
   “If the traffic behaves,” Steve admitted with a tilt of his head, “but your daughter’s worth it.”  Just then he noticed Mrs. Weland’s eyes dart up and over his shoulder, as though spying someone at the top of the stairs, but she then quickly looked him in the eyes again, clearly trying not to give some secret away.  Steve smiled inwardly but did not turn, knowing full well who had silenced Mrs. Weland—likely with a finger to her lips—as she tried to sneak up behind him.
 
   “Oh, aren’t you sweet to say so,” Mrs. Weland replied.
 
   Steve continued to make polite chitchat until he heard a slight creak from the stair directly behind him.  At that he shifted his weight and leaned against the wall to his left, waited just long enough for someone to adjust, then shifted again to lean against the lowest bannister post on his right.
 
   Seeing the corners of Mrs. Weland’s mouth upturn in a slight smile, at what could only be her daughter’s mounting frustration, Steve finally asked, “How long do you think she’ll keep trying?”  
 
   “Oh!” Amy exclaimed with a slap to his butt.  “How did you know?”
 
   “The same way I always know,” Steve laughed as he turned and hugged her in playful apology. “I pay attention.”  Releasing her, he stepped back and whistled his favorable appraisal.  “You look great.”
 
   “Why thank you, kind sir,” she replied turning a full circle before him in a deep blue, off-the-shoulder sundress that ended just above her knees.
 
   Amy glanced at the clock.  “You ready to go?”
 
   “Ready when you are,” Steve replied.  He moved to the door then and paused after opening it to allow Amy to pass first, prompting an approving smile from Mrs. Weland at the display of courtesy.  Steve waited until they were far enough down the sidewalk to be out of earshot and then remarked, “You really do look great.”
 
   Amy smiled.  “Well, a girl does what she can.”
 
   The Mustang’s alarm chirped and the headlights flashed twice in the breaking twilight as Steve unlocked the vehicle with his push-button remote.  Escorting Amy to the passenger side, as he always did, he held the door and she eased in with a graceful outward lean.  Seeing her settle in, he closed the door, moved to the opposite side, then reached for the handle when...
 
   “Ow!” he said startled as his hand reflexively jerked away from the lock.  Steve rubbed at the webbing between his index and middle fingers where something had jabbed him in the descending darkness.  Feeling cautiously around the lock, he wrapped his fingers around the offending implement and tugged.  It pulled free without resistance.
 
   Amy reached across from the passenger seat then and opened the door.  “Everything okay?”
 
   Steve climbed in then held up a small, thin bar of black metal to the overhead light for closer inspection.  “This was jammed in the lock.”
 
   “That’s weird.  What is it?”
 
   “I know it probably sounds a little strange, but it looks like a piece to a lock pick.  A friend of mine had one a few years back during his ‘I-wanna-be-a-safecracker’ phase.”
 
   “Oh, wow,” Amy said, her eyes widening slightly as though she were suddenly realizing the implication of that discovery.  “I bet someone was after your stereo and we scared them off when we came outside.”
 
   Steve closed his door, the overhead light going out in response, and put his keys in the ignition.  Still somewhat puzzled he said, “This has been the weirdest day.”
 
   In a few minutes, they were headed for Southcenter mall on I-5 at Steve’s typical ten miles over the speed limit.  Amy slipped out of the shoulder harness of her seatbelt, reached over to the console and flipped through the preprogrammed stations on the stereo.  Her approving smile told Steve she found a suitable song to match her mood:  an 80’s station playing“Eternal Flame” by the Bangles.  She then reached across and rested her hand on his thigh, and Steve affectionately placed his own over hers.
 
   “I have a surprise for you,” he said.
 
   Amy’s eyes widened with interest.
 
   “How would you like to go out on the sound with Wayne and me?  His dad bought a used Bayliner about a month ago and the two of us thought a picnic next weekend out on Blake Island would be fun.”
 
   Her shoulders slumped disappointed at the offer but she smiled sweetly.  “Oh, I’d like to but...I’m going to be busy next weekend.  I won’t even be able to see you.”  She tilted her head at him.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Steve shrugged, more than a little disappointed himself but not wanting to show it.  “That’s all right,” he said.  “Stuff happens.  So what have you got going on?”
 
   She hesitated before answering, as though the question surprised her.  “Oh, just shopping and things like that with my mom.  You know, she likes to do that mother-daughter thing every once in a while.”
 
   “Ah, that’s cool, I guess.”  Something about the awkwardness of her response left Steve curious and, strangely, he thought he felt her pull away from him slightly.  It was probably just his imagination but--
 
   Steve and Amy winced as brilliant white light assaulted their eyes.  Amy turned her head quickly and Steve flipped down his rearview mirror so the high beams of the vehicle behind them no longer reflected into his eyes.
 
   “What the hell is this guy’s problem?” he thought aloud and more than a little annoyed.  Signaling left, he changed lanes to allow the vehicle to pass but it moved left as well, remaining behind them and even surging forward and back repeatedly as the driver aggressively pumped the accelerator.
 
   Steve’s eyes narrowed at that.  “I think you’d better get back in your seatbelt.”
 
   Amy gave no argument and quickly replaced her shoulder harness.
 
   Seeing her safely settled in, Steve glanced briefly into his side view mirror.  “All right, you wanna’ play?”  His foot moved to the brake pedal and the mustang halved its speed in seconds.  The car behind barely slowed in time--swerving, in fact, to avoid colliding--only to remain a scant few inches from Steve’s rear bumper.
 
   The car behind switched from high beams to low, and then drove up on the passenger side of the Mustang, allowing both teenagers their first look at their antagonist: a black, four-door stretch Cadillac with opaque windows.  It matched their speed to cruise alongside them, keeping an even pace.
 
   “Hang on,” Steve said in warning.
 
   This time he down-shifted and pushed the gas pedal to the floor.  The engine roared as they flew ahead of the caddy and Steve shifted up as the gear whined at its zenith.  In three seconds, they accelerated to 90 mph and Steve dodged in and out of traffic like a rabbit escaping the hunting dogs through the trees, winding in and out of spaces between cars too small for the caddy to follow.  He chanced a quick glance in his rearview mirror then and spotted the highway patrol car fast approaching.  With two highway lanes clear to his right, Steve pulled into one of them and slowed down.  In moments the Cadillac was alongside once again.
 
   “What are you doing?” Amy asked incredulous.  “You were losing him!”
 
   Steve smiled.  “Look behind us.”
 
   Amy looked over her shoulder and then back again.  “What, you want a ticket now?”
 
   Steve made a face as though considering the suggestion, but finally, “Nah, maybe not today.”  
 
   “Then what are you doing?”
 
   “That cop had to have been sitting on the side of the road.  I’m willing to bet the reason I didn’t see him is because that stretch Caddy and the cars in the right lanes were blocking my view.  I’m also willing to bet that if I didn’t see the cop, he didn’t see me—sorry, hold on a second.”
 
   Steve planted the gas pedal to the floor.  Amy tensed as the sudden acceleration pressed her firmly into her seat, and with the engine roaring like an enraged lion, the Mustang pulled ahead and Steve swerved in front of the Cadillac.  He then decelerated and forced his pursuer back down to the speed limit.  The black car moved into the next lane but Steve swerved yet again, keeping the other driver behind him.
 
   The patrol car moved up behind the Cadillac and the three cars continued on the highway for what seemed endless seconds.  Enough time, in fact, Steve began to wonder if his genius plan was going to work, after all.  As if in answer, however, the Cadillac decelerated and moved off to the side of the road with the patrol car following close behind.
 
   “Yes!” Steve exclaimed.
 
   Amy laughed.  “That was brilliant!  How did you know?”
 
   Steve glanced into his rearview mirror to be sure he had lost the Cadillac for the last time.  Satisfied, he took a moment to exhale his relief before replying, “Highway 99.  It’s a long stretch of road that runs near my house and is famous for all the unofficial drag races that happen there.  If two guys have a grudge--and even sometimes when they don’t--they’ll go to 99 on a Friday or Saturday night and race.  The catch, however, is the cop who is always waiting for us when we do--a cop who used to race when he was a kid.  When two cars go flying by him he pulls over the guy who loses.”
 
   Amy’s eyes brightened.  “So the guy who is behind not only loses the race, but also gets the ticket.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   With a wry grin she asked, “And I’m sure you would never participate in such reckless activities, would you, Mr. Walker?”
 
   Steve shrugged with a guilty tilt of his head.  “Maybe once or twice.”
 
   “So have you ever gotten the ticket?
 
   Steve smiled with a glint in his eye but his gaze never left the road.
 
   Steve’s red Mustang pulled into the driveway of the Weland home at 12:15 PM, fifteen minutes after the established curfew, but not so late for Amy to draw consequences from her mother.  Steve turned the car off and climbed out, moving to the opposite side to open the door for his girlfriend, as was his custom.  Amy had voiced on more than one occasion it was an unnecessary courtesy, but Steve would have none of it.  Maybe it was an expectation he put on himself as a result of his interest in fencing, and the ideals of chivalry and honor oft associated with it but, in his mind, sometimes the old ways were the best.
 
   Amy stepped out of the car and narrowly missed bringing her foot down on the small black box that had fallen out.  She bent over and picked it up.  “What’s this?” she asked, examining it.
 
   Steve sighed at the reminder of his monumentally boring afternoon, followed by his disturbing discovery of the invasion of his privacy.  “It’s just something I got in that will reading this afternoon.”
 
   “But I thought you never knew him.”
 
   Steve took the box and tucked it into the inside pocket of his jacket.  “I didn’t, but he apparently did his homework on me, though.  It’s no big deal,” he said with a shrug and a helpless shake of his head.  “Just some cheap piece of jewelry left to me by some old dude who really needed a hobby.”  He felt a chill run down his back as he thought again of just how long a total stranger had been following his life.  “Pretty crazy, huh?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Amy replied.  “It’s not that crazy.”  Then her eyes lit up like jewels.  “Let me look at it.”
 
   Steve frowned.  “I don’t think--”
 
   Amy’s hand darted inside his jacket.  Steve started to protest further but let it go, knowing how stubborn she could be once curious.
 
   “Oh, it’s beautiful!” she said upon opening the box.  Despite the low light from the security lamp shining down on them from above the garage door, the crystal’s six sides split the light and cast a multitude of tiny rainbow dots on Steve’s chest.
 
   He shrugged.  “If you really like it, you can have it.”
 
   Amy looked shocked.  “Oh, nonsense!”  She then lifted it out of the box.  “It obviously meant something to that old man and he wanted you to have it.  Here...”  She unfastened the clasp and reached for his neck with either end of the chain pinched between the thumb and forefinger of each hand.
 
   Steve recoiled from even the thought of wearing a gift from his deceased stalker but acquiesced with a sigh, remembering whom he was dealing with here.  She reached up and fastened the chain around his neck.
 
   “Oh, stop it.  It looks good on you!” she chided with a light slap to his chest.
 
   “It’s…it’s not that.”  Steve sighed as he thought back.  “That guy just knew so much about me.  I kid you not, Amy, the guy had a file on me two inches thick!” he said holding up his thumb and forefinger for emphasis.  “The whole event was easily the cap on what was already a very weird day.”
 
   “Well, weird or not, creepy old guy or not, he picked the right guy to wear it.”  She reached up, hooked a hand around his neck and pulled him down in a kiss.  She let him go a moment later saying, “Come on, let’s go inside.  It’s getting cold out here and my mom’s probably already watching us from the kitchen window.”  
 
   Leading him by the hand, she trotted up the steps to the front door.  When they were both inside, she closed it with a shiver.
 
   “Mom, they’re inside now,” Amy’s older sister Cheryl called from her seat on the couch in the adjoining living room.  “You can stop spying on them from the kitchen window!”
 
   Mrs. Weland marched briskly out of the kitchen.  “I am not spying!”
 
   Amy concealed a giggle.  “Come on, let’s go downstairs.”
 
   The bottom floor of the Welands’ home sported a finished basement with all the comforts of the upstairs living room: a comfortable couch (which Steve noticed to be a hide-a-bed), a T.V. in the far corner, a desktop computer, and a stereo system made easily accessible by the same remote control which operated the T.V.  And lastly, but certainly most importantly, privacy.
 
   “You want something to drink?” Amy asked as they sat.
 
   “No thanks, I’m fine.”  Then Steve added starting to get up, “Unless you--”
 
   “I’m fine, too,” she said taking his hand and pulling him back down to the couch.
 
   Steve did not speak for long moments, content instead to take in every line and curve of the young woman’s face.  At last he asked, more to break the silence that was approaching awkward than anything, “So did you have fun?”
 
   She nodded and smiled warmly.  Then, suddenly, she slapped his chest playfully.  “I can’t believe that stunt you pulled on the way to the movies.”
 
   Steve reached over and took her hand in his.  “Yeah, sorry about that.  I guess I was just showing off.”
 
   Amy leaned back against the couch and inhaled deeply, her chest swelling and briefly catching Steve’s eye.  “Why would you want to do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure it’s written into a guy’s genetic code or something.  A beautiful girl catches our eye and we go a little crazy every now and again.”
 
   “Oh, so that was all just to impress me?” she asked, her tone making it clear she remained thoroughly unconvinced.  “Is that a part of what makes Steven Walker tick?”
 
   “Well,” he said sidling closer, “maybe something like that.”  He always grew a little uncomfortable when she pried into his personal feelings, and he breathed a little easier when she didn’t push the matter further.
 
   “You’re silly,” she said with a shake of her head.
 
   Steve moved even closer; she let him.  “Silly like a fox,” he said smiling.
 
   “That’s ‘crazy like a fox’.”
 
   “Yeah.  Silly, crazy, whatever,” he continued to tease.
 
   Steve leaned toward her and she did the same.  He felt his heartbeat quicken and his blood raced as they closed the last few inches.  He absently wondered about this strange reaction, as he had kissed Amy many times before without such strong effect, but the soft, supple lips before him soon put such thoughts aside.  He felt the oddest heat emanating from his chest then, spreading outward across his torso and down the length of his limbs like a rolling wave.  He thought he heard Amy murmur something just before they both closed their eyes.  Their lips met and he reveled in the feel of her body against his, his mouth against hers.  The heat grew more intense and the pounding of Steve’s heart grew louder and louder.    The sound grew like the thunder of an approaching storm, drowning out everything else.  Was Amy hearing this? he thought suddenly self-conscious.
 
   Steve let the thought go; for what did it really matter?  He was with her.  His emotions blurred and chased each other around in his head, all centered on the warm mouth he kissed and the body he pressed close.
 
   The heat inside of him changed so abruptly his muscles convulsed and sent his thoughts reeling.  A terrible roar like an approaching tornado rose in his ears and then exploded onto his senses from every direction.  Gravity abandoned him then, and he felt the inexorable pull of some unseen force tear at his insides, tugging at his spirit as his flesh just seemed to melt away.  Steve turned and saw his physical body behind him but the whispery essence he now commanded passed through his solid form as though he were grasping nothing but air.  He then lost sight of Amy as all light and color began to blur and mix into a wild, maniacal kaleidoscope.
 
   And then he was rushing forward, a leaf on the wind of forces he could not control.
 
   Light and color streaked by him in long tendrils, like rivulets of various hues of paint under a gale force wind.  Steve felt himself falling, forward rather than down, but to what he could not see for ahead was but a pinpoint from which the rays of color emanated in a steady stream, only to bend around him and resume their natural course once past.
 
   And then, as quickly as he started, he stopped.
 
   Steve was standing on solid ground.  He staggered a little to his right as vertigo took hold, not understanding how he could go from the speed of light to zero in an instant and not be torn apart.  He caught himself on a post, the wood square and smooth beneath his fingers.  The last of his vertigo melted away and he straightened with a start, realizing his hand gripped the post of a stop sign.  But what was that doing in...
 
   Steve looked around incredulous at his new surroundings.  He recognized the street corner he now stood upon, part of an intersection not far from Amy’s home.  The night sky, that had been cold and clear, was gone and the sun now replaced the moon’s pale face.  All around him people continued their daily routines, a man waiting for a bus, a mother and young daughter walking to the drug store on the sidewalk further on, a man in a suit riding a ten speed bike to work, all heedless of the young man suddenly in their midst.
 
   Thoroughly confused, Steve glanced across the street to the electronic bank marquee.  In bright lettering it flashed, “76 degrees”.  The board went blank and then, “Saturday, March 2”.  Blank for a third time, ”9:26 A.M.”
 
   This doesn’t make any sense, he thought.  Feeling exhausted, his thoughts a muddled mess, Steve put his back against the signpost and slowly slid down until he sat upon the ground.
 
   Only to realize he couldn’t see himself.  Steve looked to his arms, legs, and chest frantically—at least where they should have been; the whole of his body was invisible to his eyes but, comfortingly, remained solid to his touch.  Scared and confused, Steve let his head fall into his hands muttering quietly, “It’s all right.  This is all a dream and very soon you’re going to wake up.  I just have to wake up.  I just have to--”
 
   Steve’s head snapped up at the cracking pops echoing in the air.  Across the street and on the opposite corner, a man wearing a ski mask backed out of the convenience store with his left arm around the neck of a young woman he used as a shield.  At the end of the arm encircling the woman’s neck he clenched a paper bag while his right hand maintained a grip on the gun he pointed in the direction of the store.  
 
   Behind them, a brown two-door Pinto jumped the curb and screeched to a halt in the parking lot not forty feet from them.  The driver’s side door opened and another masked man brandishing a second pistol shouted, “Hurry your ass up!”
 
   Before Steve knew it, he was on his feet, all thoughts of himself flown from his mind.  He did not know how but he knew he had to help that young woman.  His mind raced with possibilities but he did not know what he could do against two armed men when he stood alone with no weapon of his own to engage them with.  He frantically looked around, hoping to spot a police car and alert them to the scene unfolding before him but to no avail.
 
   Though the young woman sobbed, she fought against the thief.  Her captor made his way to the car as fast as his struggling hostage would allow.  Then, without warning, she twisted around and kneed him in the groin.  The thief fell to his knees, clutching himself with both hands, dropping both the gun and the bag as he did so.  Free of his chokehold, the girl turned back toward the store and ran as fast as her legs would carry her.
 
   Steve shifted his gaze then and saw the driver of the Pinto partially exit the vehicle and level his own weapon.
 
   “Hey!” Steve screamed, “hey, over here!”  He shouted for all he was worth, trying to distract the second thief as he bellowed and waved his arms, forgetting he was inexplicably invisible, but if the driver of the Pinto heard him he gave no outward sign.  A single gunshot split the air and the young woman’s back arched mid-stride as the bullet tore through her spine.  Like viewing a movie in slow motion, Steve watched her stagger to the pavement and go still.  
 
   How long Steve stared he was not sure, but when he looked back again the gunman was beside his fallen accomplice, helping him to his feet.  Pausing long enough to retrieve the bag, the two climbed back into the car and drove away, leaving the girl in a widening pool of her own blood.
 
   Time resumed its normal speed and Steve leaped into the street behind a passing car.  It seemed unlikely but if there was even the slightest chance to save her he would have to move fast.  He hurtled the line of hedges on the opposite side, and in mid-leap the scene blurred at the edges of his vision like a kaleidoscopic tunnel overtaking him from behind.  Steve knew instinctively, somehow, the forces that had brought him to this place and time were reclaiming their prize and he sprinted to outrun it.  
 
   The swirling kaleidoscope easily outpaced him and swallowed up the young man and his frustrated scream of defiance.
 
   Amy’s eyes remained closed as she pulled her lips away and rested her head in the hollow of Steve’s shoulder.  She remained there for long moments, the smile on her face illustrating her contentment.  In contrast, Steve stared wide-eyed and unmoving as ice.  The pounding in his chest told him his heart still beat like a frightened rabbit’s, but everything else confirmed he had indeed returned.
 
   “I’m back,” he whispered in disbelief.
 
   Amy sat up and ran her fingers through the soft curls of his hair.  “What did you say?”
 
   Steve held up his hand and breathed a deep sigh of relief when, instead of empty air, he saw five fingers flex and close into a fist.
 
   Amy’s look turned to one of concern.  “Are you all right?” she asked.  Touching the back of her hand to his forehead she exclaimed, “Oh my gosh, you’re burning up!”  Grabbing a tissue from the coffee table, she delicately dabbed at the sweat on his brow.  And then… “Don’t go anywhere.  I’m going to get you something cold to drink.”  As quick as that she was around the corner and up the stairs.
 
   Steve sat back on the couch and breathed deeply.  His head began to clear, which helped the shakiness subside, and very soon he heard Amy’s light footsteps padding back down the carpeted stairway.  She sped around the corner so fast she nearly spilled the glass of juice and ice she rushed to bring him.
 
   “Thanks, but I can manage this part,” he said, smiling when she tried to help him lift the glass.  He took a sip, thankful for the cool liquid, and put it down again.  “Really, I’m okay.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked, looking as though she would have remained dubious no matter his answer.
 
   Steve nodded despite his actual concern.  “I’m fine.  I just spaced out for a minute, that’s all.”
 
   Amy studied his face, as though appraising whether it was truth or his pride that answered.  After a moment, apparently satisfied, she visibly relaxed.  “Good, I’d hate for you to be coming down with something.  Not tonight.”
 
   Steve didn’t hear her, his thoughts running over the scene he felt certain had to be some kind of a waking dream.  But something about that girl had seemed hauntingly familiar.  Almost like—
 
   “Hello?  Are we awake?”
 
   Steve snapped out of his reverie with a start.  “Hmm?  Oh, sorry.”
 
   Amy looked away and bit her lip, a gesture Steve knew was always preceded by something she did not want to say.  “I hope you won’t be mad or anything but my mom was in the kitchen and I mentioned you weren’t feeling so hot.  She doesn’t think it such a good idea for you to be driving home tonight.”
 
   “Gee, I don’t know,” he said pretending to think hard about it, “drive home alone or spend the night in my girlfriend’s house.”  His open palms rose and fell in opposition to each other as though he were physically weighing the options.  “Yeah, that’s a tough one all right.”
 
   Amy gave him a playful swat, clearly relieved he was not cross for informing ‘the worrier’.  “You get to stay down here on the couch, Romeo.  It’s a hide-a-bed.”  More seriously, she added, “I know she can be a bit over-anxious about things but I was just worried about you.”
 
   This last made Steve feel warm all over—but this time, thankfully, it came only from himself.  He reached over and pulled her to him in a passionate kiss.
 
   When their lips parted Amy’s eyes hinted at slight surprise.  “Mmm, you are feeling better, aren’t you?”
 
   “Very much so,” Steve replied.
 
   
  
 

Chapter III
 
   Steve lie awake staring at the ceiling, unable to stop his thoughts rolling over the events of the evening.  Amy had gone upstairs to bed at her mother’s request just before 3:00 A.M.  He was honestly surprised she had been allowed to stay with him as long as she had.  After helping him set up the hide-a-bed, he kissed her goodnight and she trotted upstairs to bed.  That had been over two hours ago and still he remained awake.
 
   Not knowing what else to do to settle his rambunctious mind, he stole quietly up the stairs and then proceeded down the hall to get a drink from the kitchen.  He could not see very well in the dim light, but felt his way along the wall and counted doors until finding the kitchen.  Steve flipped the light switch then helped himself to a glass of water.  Not yet ready to go back to bed, he seated himself at the table and looked out the window at the star-dotted sky.
 
   Deep inside, Steve knew the day he waited and planned for was a long way off.  He desperately wanted to become an astronaut and explore new worlds, and he did not kid himself about the difficulty of achieving his goal.  First, he needed a four-year degree so he could become an officer in the military.  That in turn would allow him to become a pilot and, after achieving the proper amount of flight time, he could apply to NASA to train as a shuttle pilot.
 
   He sighed as he pondered the enormity of the road ahead, for he was sure there were far more unknown obstacles in his path than there were known.  But more so than anyone he knew, Steve had determination aplenty.  He would find his rightful place in the world even if it killed him.
 
   Steve’s thoughts strayed and, for the hundredth time that night, he heard a familiar gunshot echo in his head.  His jaw tightened.  Why did this bother him so much?  After all, what was the big deal?  It had only been a dream.  He shook his head once and chastised himself silently for letting it bother him so.
 
   “Steve?”
 
   His head turned at the sound of his name and he saw Amy standing in the doorway, her hair mussed, wearing a green bathrobe tied around the waist.
 
   “Sorry,” Steve said with a grimace, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   She yawned as she padded barefoot across the floor and then seated herself opposite him.  “It wasn’t you.  I don’t know why I’m up; I just get this way sometimes.  What about you?”
 
   “Couldn’t sleep either.  I’ve had a little too much on my mind lately, I guess.”
 
   Amy brushed back an auburn lock that had fallen in front her eyes.  “I know how you feel.”  Before Steve could ask what she meant she asked, “So why don’t you tell me about it?
 
   Steve exhaled long and slow; there was that prying again.  He knew she meant it innocently enough, but he was anything but comfortable talking with her—or anyone—about his innermost feelings.  Steve avoided looking her in the eyes.  “I’d rather not.”
 
   “Yes, you would.  I know that because you never look me in the face when you have something important you want to get off your chest but think you can’t—or shouldn’t.  And if you try to lock it away somewhere deep down it’s just going to eat at you until you do talk to someone.  So you may as well save yourself all the heartburn and tell me now.”
 
   Steve was silent for a long time as he considered.  She could be right, after all; but he ultimately shook his head.  “No, not this time.”
 
   Amy let out an exasperated sigh.  “Come on, Steve,” she persisted.  “Whatever it is, if it bothers you that much then talk to me.”
 
   He knew she wasn’t about to give this up, and yet explaining would only make him sound just this side of insane.  Then again, he felt he needed to tell someone and if he couldn’t trust his own girlfriend...
 
   “All right, fine,” he said at last.  He took a deep, steadying breath and proceeded to pour out the story of his strange dream; retelling everything he saw and heard on a street corner not far away.
 
   “And then when I tried to help her,” he said in conclusion, “something pulled me back.”
 
   Amy listened with rapt attention and then asked, “And all of this happened when you kissed me?”
 
   Steve nodded, watching for any sign of disbelief or ridicule in her expression.
 
   Amy, however, straightened up and replied matter-of-factly, “Then it had to have been a dream.  How long did you say you were there?”
 
   “Maybe six or seven minutes,” he replied with a shrug.
 
   “You see?  We hadn’t been kissing for more than ten seconds or so.  Granted, it was a good kiss,” she added with a tilt of her head, “but we certainly hadn’t crossed into tomorrow until the stroke of midnight tonight.”
 
   Steve arched his brow in mild surprise.  She didn’t laugh, or roll her eyes; just shrugged it off with the only logical explanation there could be.
 
   Amy pushed away from the table and rose to her feet.  “Come on, we both need to at least try and get some sleep.”  He agreed and she stood aside as he proceeded past her and retraced his steps.  When he had reached the bottom of the stairs, he was already unbuttoning the fly to his jeans.              
 
   “Ahem.”
 
   Steve froze in place and then slowly turned, only then realizing Amy had trailed him down the steps.  Rebuttoning his pants, slightly flushed, he proceeded to remove his shirt instead.
 
   “Bashful?” Amy asked.  Steve only smiled as he crawled under the covers.
 
   She seated herself on the corner of the bed and pat her thighs twice.  Steve’s brows rose briefly at the suggestion, then he shifted under the covers so he could place his head in her lap.  She stroked the soft strands of his hair with one hand while holding his in the other.  “Big, strong boy like you needs his beauty rest.”
 
   Softly, she hummed a love song they had heard on the radio earlier that evening.  Her voice was sweet and gentle, and soon Steve could feel sleep creeping over him.  His eyes strained to stay open against the soothing sound of her voice but it was a battle lost before it began.  The smooth tones of her voice, the softness of her touch; it was too overpowering to resist.  Steve’s gentle grip on her hand slowly faded as he slipped into slumber.  Soon his chest was rising and falling rhythmically, lost in a deep sleep.
 
   Steve woke to the smell of hot chocolate drifting lazily through the house. He stretched, thankful to have made it through the rest of the night dreamlessly, then slid out of the covers, stood, and stretched.  Pausing just long enough to fold the bed back up into a couch, he hastily made for the downstairs shower.  In twenty minutes, he was clean, dry, and ready to go.
 
   Steve entered the kitchen and Amy’s mother smiled in greeting as she busily prepared breakfast.  “Good morning,” she said as he passed by her.  “Feeling all right this morning?”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes; he knew he was going to have to put up with this line of questioning right up to the moment he left.  “I feel fine, thanks.”
 
   “Would you like some hot chocolate?  I just made some.”  She handed him a mug before he could reply and wiped her hands on a dishtowel.  That done, she left the kitchen and disappeared for a few minutes down the hall.
 
   He had just finished rinsing out his mug when Mrs. Weland returned to the kitchen.  
 
   “That didn’t take you long,” she commented.
 
   “What can I say?” he replied wiping off his upper lip on the back of his hand.  “You make a mean mug of hot chocolate, Mrs. Weland.”
 
   She smiled at that and reached into one of the lower cupboards, withdrawing a frying pan.  After setting it on the stove, she went to the refrigerator and withdrew a carton of eggs.  “I was going to make pancakes for everyone but then I remembered you didn’t like them.  Would eggs be all right?”
 
   “Sure, that’d be great,” Steve replied.
 
   “How do you like them?”
 
   “Probably cooked,” Amy said from the doorway.  She stood in the same robe Steve saw her in earlier that morning, only now she cradled a black cat in her arms that purred contentedly in the cradle of her arm.
 
   Steve glanced at his watch.  “This is early for you.  It’s barely nine o’clock.”  In a flash, his dream from the night before sprang to mind and caused an involuntary shudder.  The bank marquee in his vision…hallucination…whatever it was, had read 9:26 A.M.
 
   Amy gave no indication of noticing his sudden unease.  “I usually don’t get up this early—unless, of course, someone wakes me up.”
 
   Mrs. Weland ignored her daughter’s pointed implication and instead asked her, “Would you like eggs or pancakes for breakfast?”
 
   “Scrambled eggs, please.”
 
   “And yours, Steve?”
 
   “Scrambled is fine for me, too.  Thanks”.
 
   Amy put the cat down then seated herself at the table just as her father walked in wearing plaid pajamas under a green bathrobe tied snugly at the waist.  “Morning, Steve.”
 
   “Morning, Mr. Weland.”
 
   Amy’s mother put six eggs on the counter and threw the empty carton into the trash.  It did not go down at first but Mrs. Weland folded over the sides of the garbage bag then crushed the contents down with her weight.
 
   Mr. Weland gestured with a finger.  “Amy, why don’t you take the garbage down to the garage?”  Though posed as a question it was clearly not a request.
 
   Amy moaned in protest as she rose to her feet but Steve was already rising and motioning for her to sit.  “No sweat, I got it.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Mrs. Weland insisted.
 
   Steve crossed the room and pulled the much-too-full garbage bag from the can.  “It’s no problem.”
 
   Amy smiled at him and silently mouthed the words “thank you”, which he returned with an equally silent “you’re welcome”.
 
   Mr. Weland rubbed at the salt and pepper stubble on his face as he regarded the young man.  “So, Amy said you were feeling ill last night.”
 
   “Dad!” Amy chided.
 
   “Sorry, sorry,” he quickly amended.  “I forgot: no questions.”
 
   “It’s all right, Amy,” Steve said over his shoulder.  He knew the moment she told him she had mentioned his little episode to her mother that it would spread to the rest of the family soon enough.  He was likely to get the nosey third degree from each member of the family in turn if he didn’t just address it then and there.  To Mr. Weland he said, “I feel fine.  It was just a dizzy spell or something.”  He tied the garbage bag off and afforded them all a polite smile as he left the kitchen.  Behind him, he could hear Amy scolding her father.
 
   He went down the stairs and then opened the door leading from the basement into a windowless garage.  The door closed behind him on its spring and Steve waved a hand blindly in the darkness, searching for the hanging chain to the overhead light.  In a moment, he found it and the fluorescent light above sparked to life at a tug.  The room was completely barren save for the two metal garbage cans in the far corner near the garage door.  Steve quickly crossed the stone floor and placed the garbage bag in the nearest one.  His task complete, he then sighed at the thought of explaining last night to the only remaining member of Amy’s family he had not yet seen.  Somewhere, Cheryl was still lurking about.  She had Weland blood in her, and was certainly no less nosey than the rest of her family.
 
   He pressed the lid of the garbage can into place with both hands then paused, his weight resting on his arms.  He sighed.  “I’ve got to get out of here before they drive me nuts.”
 
   “Not much of a people person?”
 
   Startled, Steve whirled on the strange voice.
 
   “Easy, boy, I am only here to exchange a few words, is all.”  The stranger’s long, jet-black hair extended to the small of his back as a tied and braided single rope.  He appeared at least thirty years old, perhaps more, with rock-set facial features and dark brooding eyes.  He lacked nothing in the way of confidence and moved as a man used to getting things exactly the way he wanted them.  Dressed in a black, three-piece suit, and a leather trench coat of the same color draped over his shoulders, he stood in front of the now open door leading back into the house and leveled a penetrating gaze on the young man.
 
   “How did you—“ Steve began, unconsciously pointing a finger at the door through which he had just entered, not understanding how the man could have appeared standing before the only accessible entrance to the garage he had himself just walked through.  He did not finish the thought, however; instead giving way to instant caution reflected by a slight narrowing of his eyes.  “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   The dark stranger entered the garage completely.  The door, which should have closed behind him on its spring, waited for the man to pass before closing of its own.  “My true name is Azinon, but to my enemies I am known as the Dark One.”
 
   Steve shrugged.  “Bit of a nasty sounding name either way, if you ask me.”
 
   Azinon smiled slightly.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Not really a compliment,” Steve quipped.  “Now, unless I miss my guess, you’re not a guest of the Welands.  So that leaves us with the question of why you’re here.”
 
   Azinon started to move forward but stopped abruptly when Steve took an immediate step back.  “I see,” he said with a flash of amusement in his eyes.  “Do I frighten you, boy?”
 
   “Let’s just call it healthy paranoia.”
 
   Azinon chuckled, an expression that looked oddly out of place on his features.  “You do not have the foolishness one might expect to find in someone your age.  That is good; perhaps it will speed things along.”
 
   “And you don’t dress or talk like the average burglar,” Steve returned.  “So now you either tell me why you’re here or I call the cops.”
 
   “I believe you did that once already.  Might I also say that it was a very clever trick last night.  I had no choice but to comply or risk having the whole of your local constabulary in pursuit.”
 
   Steve flushed with anger as sudden understanding washed over him.  “Wait a minute!  That was you last night?!”  He then remembered the attempted break-in on his car and could not help but believe the two incidents related.  “Just what the hell were you trying to prove?”
 
   “Prove?” the dark stranger asked with an arched brow.  “I have long since surpassed the need to prove anything to anyone.  I am simply here for my property.”
 
   Steve suppressed the urge to rush across the room and throttle this arrogant, Harry Potter castoff in a lawyer’s power suit and instead folded his arms across his chest.  “Somehow I doubt the Welands have anything that belongs to you.”
 
   “And you would be right,” Azinon said with a brief raise of his brow.  “I speak of the crystal.  Mr. Jacobs was sent here long ago to keep watch over it--to serve as its guardian, you might say.”
 
   Steve couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  “You did all this for a worthless piece of costume jewelry?”
 
   “Worthless?” Azinon huffed once through his nose in obvious amusement at that.  “There is a prophecy where I come from that speaks of a man who will be the source of an untold power.  I believe the crystal to be the key to this man’s arrival, so I am going to make sure that power is never brought to bear.  It would be...”  Azinon tilted his head thoughtfully from side to side as he mulled over the word.  “Inconvenient.”
 
   Steve’s eyes narrowed.  The irony of the situation was if this man had simply walked up in the beginning and asked for it he would have given it over willingly—gladly even.  He never wanted the pendant to begin with but this man—this Azinon—had already tried to run him off the road and now he was trespassing in his girlfriend’s home.
 
   “So because of a superstitious proverb you just thought you would come and take it from me?”
 
   Azinon scoffed.  “On my world superstition is rarely just that.  I know you have already invoked the powers of the crystal--accidentally, I’m sure.  You are like a monkey with a flamethrower, for all your finesse.  I could not have heard your invocation of the magic any more clearly if you had broadcast it over the radio.
 
   Steve did not even hear this last, as this new information sent a myriad of thoughts racing through his mind.  Like how could this man possibly know about what happened last night?  What is more, if the world truly had flipped upside-down and he was speaking the truth, then everything he saw last night hadn’t been a dream at all.  It had been real.  He saw the future and that could only mean...”
 
   Azinon looked amused.  “Something troubles you, I see.”
 
   “No,” Steve replied, looking thoughtfully at the floor but seeing only the convenience store in his dream, “just remembering something.”  He heard the shuffle of movement and Steve’s attention snapped back up.
 
   Azinon stopped after a single step and regarded the young man, his patience clearly running out.  “The crystal; I will have it now.”
 
   Steve unconsciously reached up and touched the tiny jewel through the fabric of his sweater.  “Sorry,” he said with a cautious step back, “I can’t do that.”
 
   The sorcerer’s glare was like a thundercloud.  “I do not think you understand your position, boy.  I cannot remove the crystal while you live, but it is an entirely different matter after you die.”
 
   Steve blinked, stunned.  No one had ever threatened his life before.  Astonishment, however, quickly gave way to anger and, with a fierce glare of his own, Steve walked around Azinon and headed for the door.  “I’ll be calling the police now.  I suggest you show yourself out—and fast.”  He reached for the doorknob…and then flew backward off his feet under an unseen force.  Steve hit the floor and then came to a sliding stop on his back beneath the dark-suited man’s smirking countenance.
 
   “That was nothing,” Azinon said by way of explanation.  “Now, before you truly regret it, I’ll have that crystal now.”
 
   Steve climbed to his feet wide-eyed.  “How did you do that?” he demanded.  When Azinon gave no reply Steve did the only thing he could think of next, and charged him with a yell.  In the next moment, his world spun wildly.  Whatever hit him—for he never even saw it coming—struck him head on and sent him to his hands and knees.
 
   Azinon sighed nonplussed and walked slowly around him.  “My patience is wearing thin, boy.”  Steve wavered on all fours a moment before crumpling down to his elbows with a wounded grunt.  Azinon completed his circle and once again stood in front of the boy, looking down his nose in disgust.  “You are no better than the rest of the weakling dogs who inhabit this world.”  He stooped and grabbed Steve by the scruff of the neck. “It is a wonder your kind ever--”
 
   Steve was done playing possum and launched himself from the floor like a mountain lion.  Azinon bit back a cry of pain as Steve tackled him about the waist and slammed his low back into the work counter against the wall.  Steve then seized the man by the throat, his other arm cocked back for a punch, but flew backward off his feet before he could deliver.  He soared across the expanse of stone floor and did not stop.  Huge splinters and shards of wood exploded outward with the impact as Steve crashed through the garage door to land on the hood of the Welands’ Camaro.
 
   His vision a bit hazy, Steve could make out Amy’s horrified countenance peering down at him from her seat at the kitchen table, seated near the window in the nook.  Her lips were moving, undoubtedly saying something akin to “oh my God”, but Steve couldn’t be sure and his ability to focus was fast slipping.  His head fell back wearily against the windshield as he blacked out.
 
   Azinon stepped slowly through the gaping hole as he straightened the collar of his two-hundred dollar shirt.  He then moved up alongside the passenger side of the car, to where Steve remained unmoving.  Leaning close, he whispered, “It is said the Third Power of Mithal shall be a savior to the land; one who will come and purge the realm of its sickness, and yet prophecy states this great savior shall be an alien, the child of another world who will root out the evil at its heart.  Do you, an insignificant insect in the web of destiny, believe yourself such a savior?”
 
   Steve stirred; grimacing in pain as he slowly came out of his unconsciousness and into delirium.  Azinon held his hand out and touched his fingertips to Steve’s chest in a gesture resembling a claw.  Steve’s heart fluttered under that deathly touch.  
 
   “And now,” said Azinon, “you learn the price of such arrogance.”
 
   “Move away from him!”
 
   Azinon looked up and spied Amy’s father.  He stood on the steps of their home in a sidelong stance, arm extended, the barrel of a Colt .45 trained on the intruder’s chest.  Azinon straightened slowly, clearly unperturbed by the threat, but the action drew his hand away from the fitfully stirring youth and the heart within his chest resumed a normal beat.  Azinon met Mr. Weland’s gaze with a perspective that transcended the physical plane.  After a moment, he smiled, for Amy’s father did not possess the strength of will to shoot another human being—at least not without first panicking him into a hasty decision with a direct threat to his family.
 
   “Just another weakling dog in a world of many,” the sorcerer said aloud with a contemptuous smirk.
 
   But that mattered little now.  Azinon looked around at the dozen pairs of eyes focused upon him, neighbors drawn by the commotion they had heard.
 
   “We shall speak again,” Azinon said to Steve.  “Count on it.”  With that, he turned and strode purposefully away, ignoring the orders thrown at his back to stop by Mr. Weland.  Without another word, he disappeared around the next corner and was out of sight.
 
   Mr. Weland did not pursue the man, and instead rushed to Steve’s side.  Mrs. Weland appeared in the doorway right after her husband and shouted, “The police are on their way!”  Amy appeared next, bursting past her mother with a blanket in her arms.  Her father took the blanket from her and draped it across Steve’s still form, and then ran back up the steps and into the house on some unknown task.
 
   Steve stirred only a little at first but, feeling constrained, he threw the blanket away in one broad, clumsy swipe of an arm.  With effort, he managed to sit up, albeit unsteadily.
 
   “What are you doing?” Amy said, trying her best to press him down again.  “You shouldn’t be moving.  Steve, please!”
 
   “Steve, honey, please just lie still,” Mrs. Weland called from the doorway.  “An ambulance will be here soon.”
 
   Steve rubbed at his eyes in an attempt to clear his hazy vision.  A sudden thought struck him from the recesses of his memory and he quickly looked to his watch but the hands and numbers refused to come into focus.  Finally in frustration he asked, “What time is it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The time!  What is the exact time?”
 
   Amy glanced at her digital watch.  “Nine-twenty.  Why?”
 
   Six minutes!
 
   Without another word, he lurched to his feet and nearly fell as his legs collapsed like pillars of Jell-O beneath him.  Amy caught the brunt of his weight and helped him stand.  “Will you please stop moving around?”
 
   “No,” he replied simply.  “I don’t have time to argue.  I want you to call the police and tell them a robbery is about to happen at the convenience store just down the street from here.”  He fumbled in his pockets and withdrew his keys.  His strength slowly returning, he managed to push past Amy and walk unsteadily to his car.
 
   He opened the car door and Amy said, “Where are you going?  Steve, stop.  You’re hurt!”
 
   She’s right, he thought as he practically fell into the driver’s seat, but with every passing moment he was quickly regaining his strength.  The engine started with a turn of the key and the whole car thrummed as though anxious to be off.
 
   Amy retreated several steps as Steve backed out swiftly and swung the car around in the street.  Then, with tires screaming, the Mustang rocketed down the road.
 
   Mr. Weland appeared again from the house and stopped by his daughter’s side.  “What happened?” he demanded.  “Where is he going?”
 
   Amy stared for several seconds in the direction Steve had gone before finally turning to her father, a look of firm resolve on her face.  Taking him by the hand, she led him at a run back into the house.  “Come on!”
 
   Steve burst in through one side of the double glass doors of the Circle K convenience store so quickly he startled the Filipino clerk motionless behind the counter.  But then, appearing with an aluminum bat in one hand, which Steve had pulled from the trunk of his car only a few moments ago, accompanied by the desperate and rushed look in his eyes of a man with a definite mission and not a lot of time, did not appear to calm the clerk’s initial jump in heart rate.
 
   “Everyone, listen!” Steve shouted, addressing both the clerk and unconsciously gesturing to the patrons in the back of the store with the bat.  “We don’t have a lot of time!”
 
   Steve rushed up to the counter, prompting a step back from it by the clerk, who appeared undecided about what was going on, but had sense enough to be cautious.
 
   “Call 9-1-1!  There are two armed men about to bust in here to rob you, and they’re going to try to take a hostage on the way out.”  He glanced quickly at his watch and, aside from noting the time, discovered the haziness around his vision was gone.  “You’ve got about forty seconds before the first one gets here.  Call now!” he finished emphatically when the clerk just stared at him unblinking.  This last, however, startled the man into movement and he went for the phone.  “Everyone else take cover!”
 
   Satisfied, Steve turned and quickly assessed his options.  It was not enough simply to try to buy time for the police to arrive and handle the situation themselves; for rather than one hostage, as he had seen in his vision, the inbound robber would have a whole store full.  If what Steve had seen was to be believed, this thief already had little regard for life and recklessly attempted to take a young woman with him when it would have been much easier just to run to his accomplice’s car and leave.  And the last time Steve checked, bullet trumps bat, so just standing in the open waiting for the thief to step through the door so he could play baseball with his head was not likely to happen.  Just then, the six-foot tall, cylindrical magazine stand brimming with comics books to the left of the door caught his eye and sparked an idea.
 
   Exactly twenty-six seconds later, a man wearing baggy gray sweatpants and matching top hopped the three-foot chain link fence on the side of the Circle K property that separated it from the mini strip mall.  He pulled a black ski mask from the left pocket of his sweatpants and slipped it over his head, situating it as he crossed the asphalt.
 
   Steve watched all of this from an oblique angle through one of the eight foot by four foot panes of glass that made up the store’s front.  Though he could see the approaching thief clearly, he knew the same did not hold true for the thief, concealed as Steve was as he peered between the space not covered by the near floor to ceiling advertising posters plastered against this and the adjoining pane of glass.
 
   “Here he comes,” Steve said loudly.  He looked over his shoulder and eyed the clerk directly.  “Remember, do exactly as I said.”
 
   The thief was at the storefront in less than ten seconds.  Pausing just a moment outside the double glass doors to withdraw a snub-nosed revolver from his pocket, he threw open one of the doors, the bell attached to the horizontal handle tinkling loudly with the motion, and shouted, “Nobody move!”
 
   Inside, the sales clerk froze.  The two young ladies, now huddled together in the back of the store and hidden from view by rows of five foot tall shelving, made no sound.  A gray-haired man, dressed in off-the-rack gray business attire, crouched near them with his body placed strategically between the young women and the likely avenue of approach by the gunman should he decide to search the store.
 
   The clerk carefully put down the phone and raised his hands, the sound of the 9-1-1 operator’s voice on the other end sounding like the tinny buzzing of an insect as she continued to press for details.
 
   The gunman moved forward quickly with his weapon trained on the clerk.  As his second foot moved across the threshold, he stubbed his toe on the doorjamb and the sharp retort of a gunshot startled everyone, including the thief, as a bullet shattered the nearby concave mirror mounted near the ceiling for keeping an eye on potential shoplifters.  The thief’s eyes narrowed angrily behind his mask and he fired off two more shots into the ceiling.
 
   “That’s right, I mean business here!” he shouted, clearly trying to make the entire episode look intended, and then trained the weapon on the clerk once more.
 
   Steve waited until the entire length of the man’s arm was in view before moving, then he swiftly stepped out from behind the broad spindle rack of comic books he had earlier pushed closer to the door and put all of his weight behind his swing.  The aluminum bat crashed down on the gunman’s wrist, snapping the bone with an audible crack and knocking the gun to the floor.  The thief screamed in pain for only a second, for Steve’s second swing followed a savage horizontal arc that collided with his midsection, cracking one rib and driving the breath from his body.  With eyes bulging and a pathetic squeal, for despite the pain it was all the sound he could manage, the would-be thief slumped over like a sack of oats.  The short, Filipino clerk leaped over the counter with the nimbleness of an acrobat and scooped the gun up from its place on the floor.
 
   “Easy with that,” Steve cautioned him with an extended, upraised palm.
 
   The clerk, wide-eyed, only nodded.
 
   Steve turned back to the pain-racked thief, who was having trouble even drawing breath, and began stripping him of his sweats pants and shirt.
 
   One of the young women stood then and moved out from behind the gray-haired man sheltering her.  “Steve?” she said questioningly, coming forward from the back of the store.
 
   He turned at the sound of his name and nearly stumbled in surprise.  Of medium height, with long brown hair and fair skin, she reflected deep concern in the soft lines of her face.  “Cheryl?” he said half-amazed.  In all his hurry and rushed explanation of what was about to occur, he never once noticed Amy’s sister until now.  Steve’s voice dropped to a whisper as understanding dawned on him.  “It was you.”
 
   Cheryl regarded him with frightened eyes, waiting for him to explain but he did not have time.  Instead, Steve turned back to the thief and finished removing his clothing.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked him.
 
   He paused a moment, weighing the danger of what he was about to do, and then pulled the sweats on over his own clothing.
 
   Steve watched from inside as a brown, two-door Pinto swerved recklessly into the Circle K parking lot, one tire catching the curb and sending the hubcap careening out of sight along the side of the building.  He frowned at that, for he remembered no such detail from his vision the night before.  If it truly was a scene from the future he had witnessed—and he certainly had no need to doubt it now—then perhaps this was a consequence of changing that potential future; a butterfly effect spreading outward and affecting the events in this new unfolding timeline.  At this point in his vision the thief was already in the parking lot with an arm around Cheryl’s neck.  By changing that one small variable he had caused an equally small change in the Pinto’s course—but it had still arrived.  He stopped the first thief, but three shots were still fired into the building.
 
   And his vision had ended in death.
 
   It was not enough to change the future subtly.  Subtlety meant this version of the timeline still ended with an innocent life lost; perhaps not Cheryl’s, but someone was going to die.  No, if he was to prevent that tragedy this version of the future had to take a ninety-degree turn.
 
   And subtlety wasn’t going to get the job done.
 
   Steve burst out of the convenience store wearing the first thief’s gray sweats and ski mask, the aluminum bat in his right hand.  The driver of the Pinto clearly mistook him for his partner, even raising both of his hands off the steering wheel in a gesture meant to convey, “What the hell?” 
 
   Steve ran straight in line with the hood of the car as though he were about to break for the passenger side, and then veered instead to run up along the driver’s side.  The windshield crunched under the force of the blow from the bat, and erupted in a blinding network of white cracks and fissures emanating from the central impact point.  
 
   “What the fu--!” the second thief started to say but was cut off as he suddenly bent over to his right to escape the flying glass that pelted his face as his driver’s side window exploded inward under a second blow.  He frantically scrambled for the gun tucked into the front of his pants but found it difficult to get around the seatbelt hampering his progress.  Finally, the gun came free…and he froze.  He slowly raised his hands into the air, and let the weapon fall from his hand.  
 
   “Easy…” The thief drew out that word.  “Easy, Jeff.  I don’t know what’s going on, man, but—”
 
   Steve pulled off the ski mask with his left hand, his right keeping the barrel of the snub nose pressed firmly against the second thief’s temple.  “I’m sorry,” he said, “Jeff’s not home right now, but please feel free to leave a message after the—”
 
   His thumb pulled back the hammer of the snub nose with an audible click.
 
   Half a dozen police cars screamed into the parking lot not three minutes later and the officers poured out of their vehicles to take cover behind their doors and engine blocks with weapons drawn.  
 
   Steve marched the driver out of the store.  After shoving him into the parking lot, he then took care to slowly put his borrowed weapon on the ground at the command of nearly every screaming officer present.  The police took them both into custody then, after a brief explanation and multiple statements from eyewitnesses, they released Steve and several officers went into the store to deal with the second, nearly naked, accomplice.  
 
   The Welands’ Camaro pulled into the parking lot of the Circle K ten minutes later with Mr. and Mrs. Weland inside, as Cheryl continued to pepper him with questions.
 
   “How can you be so calm?” she asked.
 
   Steve exhaled through his nose in what amounted to a curtailed laugh.  She had no idea how close she came to dying today, and he was happy to keep it that way.
 
   “How did you know they were coming?  You just burst in waving that bat around and the next thing I know...”
 
   Steve shrugged.  “The bat was in my trunk.  By the time I got here there wasn’t a whole lot of time to explain.”  He paused and gave her an even look.  “You are all right, aren’t you?”
 
   “Cheryl!” Mrs. Weland cried.  Both she and Mr. Weland ran up, Mrs. Weland catching her daughter up in a bear hug that would have done a WWE wrestler proud.
 
   “Mom, it’s okay.  Put me down!” Cheryl insisted.  “Dad, you should have seen Steve!  It was unbelievable!”
 
   Mr. Weland looked as though he were ready for a nervous breakdown.  “Cheryl, what were you doing here?  You never said anything about stopping anywhere.”
 
   “I’m a sophomore in college, Dad,” she said drawing herself up defiantly, “not some little girl who has to report home every thirty minutes.  Should I tell you when I have to fart in the future too?”
 
   “No one knew this was going to happen, Mr. Weland,” Steve put in.  Well, almost no one.  “Nobody got hurt; that’s the important thing.”  He glanced at the thief in the back of the squad car he had pummeled with the bat.  At least no one who didn’t deserve it.
 
   Mr. Weland nodded repeatedly, his emotional control appearing to come back to him with each breath.  “You’re right, you’re right.  It’s just that when I found out Cheryl was here…”
 
   Steve nodded in understanding.  Just then, he looked around and realized the entire Weland clan was here, save one.  “What happened to Amy?”
 
   A middle-aged man dressed in khaki pants and jacket, followed closely by a photographer, weaved his way deftly through the haphazardly parked police cars.  In his hands, he carried a small notebook and he smiled when he spied the young man surrounded by a small crowd.
 
   “Excuse me.  Excuse me!  You’re the one I heard about over the police band, aren’t you?”  He reached out and shook Steve’s hand.  “My name is Bryan Gerts from the Seattle Times.  Do you have a minute?”
 
   The next couple of days at school were nothing Steve expected.  The story of the weekend’s events not only turned up as front-page news in the largest newspaper in Seattle, but appeared on the local TV stations as well.  The reporter he spoke with dubbed him “Babe Ruthless” for the way he took down both gunmen with his aluminum bat, and the whole student body of Federal Way High School was buzzing about the event.  Wherever he went, strangers and friends alike rifled him with the same questions: were you scared, how did you know what to do, do you want to be a cop, have you taken martial arts, etc.  He even received an invitation to speak at the local Boys & Girls Club, for it would “do a world of good for the kids to have a positive role model in the local community to speak to.”
 
   He reluctantly agreed.
 
   It was not as though he would have minded the attention under any other circumstances, but every question was an exercise in deception, and a stark reminder of the events leading up to that confrontation that he still did not understand.   
 
   It took a full forty-eight hours for his fifteen minutes of fame to tamp down to a tolerable, less intrusive level.  After the initial two days at school, the crazed hysteria that had infected the whole of the student body calmed enough such that only the newspaper nickname haunted him on occasion.  Now, finally with enough room to breathe, there were a few unknowns he needed to figure out: like who Azinon really was, and how did he do what he did?  Or why was he having visions of the future and, of ever greater concern, where was Amy in all of this?
 
   He sighed thoughtfully as he sat in his fifth period class, twirling his pencil in his fingertips.  It was Friday again and he had not seen or heard from his girlfriend since leaving the previous Saturday.  He had followed the Welands back to their home when the reporter and news crews were satisfied they had all the information they needed, but Amy was nowhere to be found.  Since that time, she had not called and he, in turn, despite his best efforts, could not reach her.  To make matters worse, Mrs. Weland was now issuing excuses on her daughter’s behalf.  Amy just stepped out, she was visiting with friends, sleeping, or just plain couldn’t talk just then.  
 
   A fine thank you for saving your daughter’s life, he thought sullenly. 
 
   With every passing day, his agitation worsened.  For some reason Amy was avoiding him—purposefully—and for the life of him he didn’t know why.
 
   The dismissal bell snapped Steve from his reverie.  He gathered up his books methodically and then walked toward his next class with all the enthusiasm of a junkie going to rehab.  He didn’t make it far before a familiar voice caught his attention.
 
   “Hi, Steve.”
 
   He looked up to find Sonya Lorensen smiling back at him.  She was in the midst of rummaging through her locker for a book she needed for her next class she coincidentally shared with him.  Finding the needed book, she added it to two others she already carried and slapped her locker door closed.  “So how’ve you been?” she asked.
 
   “Yo’ Steve!”
 
   He glanced away a moment and afforded a polite wave to the student across the hall who greeted him before looking back.  To Sonya he said, “Okay, I suppose.  I seem to be on everyone’s favorite persons list of late, so I guess it could be worse.  How are things with you?”
 
   Sonya leaned her shoulder against her locker door with her books held close to her chest.  Long, soft autumn curls framed a pair of bright, brown eyes and a face of peach blossom skin.  She wore little in the way of makeup, and, Steve had long ago noticed, didn’t need it.  Sonya was one of those rare individuals blessed with a natural beauty that shined without the help.  She wore dark blue jeans low on her hips and embroidered with something akin to Celtic knot work across the pockets, complemented by an off-white, V-neck blouse that left her arms bare from the elbows down.
 
   “Pretty well, actually; I’ve been touring colleges a lot lately.  I’ve seen some great schools but I think I’d like to end up at Western.  Mr. Nicoletta says they have one of the best writing departments in the state.  What about you?  Still going for the Naval Academy?” 
 
   “Whattup, Steve!  How’s it hangin’?”
 
   Steve replied with a cursory wave to the person—this one he didn’t even know—who greeted him in passing.  “Good!  You?”  He didn’t bother to listen for the reply and with a week’s worth of practice he continued his conversation without missing a beat.  “Absolutely, if they’ll take me, I’m going.”
 
   Most of the eleven hundred teenagers who made up the student body of Federal Way High filled the hallways as they moved to their next class; and more than once already Sonya had been bumped by a passerby.  Then, without warning, a gangly sophomore tripped unexpectedly over his own feet and stumbled into the back of her legs.  Steve dropped his books and caught her up in his arms until the clumsy youth behind her regained his footing.  The sophomore gathered his books hastily from the floor and, flushed with embarrassment, made a quick apology before continuing sheepishly on his way.
 
   Steve watched him go, and when he looked back he realized he was still holding Sonya in a hug, her lips now scant inches from his own.  Her breath was sweet and her hair smelled of wild flowers.  He held her there a moment more, and then, as though struck, hastily helped her regain her footing.
 
   “We should...we should probably get to class,” he filled in lamely and stooped to gather his books.
 
   “Hmm?  Oh, right!”  Sonya glanced at her watch briefly but did not read the time.  “We should get going.”
 
   Their sixth period Creative Writing class passed quickly and, before Steve knew it, there were scant minutes left.  He quickly gathered his books and prepared for the dash out to the student parking lot to beat the crowd into the halls.  The moment the bell rang Steve was out of his seat and out of the classroom.  He practically flew down the stairs, out of the English department, then crossed the hall to exit out of the building.  He jogged to his car, tossed his books into the front seat and retrieved his saber, helmet, and white fencing sweats from the trunk.  After slipping his keys into his pants pocket, he jogged back across the parking lot in the direction of the school’s central courtyard.
 
   The air was sweet and redolent of fresh earth, green trees and flowering shrubs, with a sun that shined down through a cloudless sky.  Something in the air harkened him back so the smell of Sonya’s hair and that wild flower fragrance of hers earlier that afternoon.  It surprised him, really, to be thinking of her and feeling as good as he did right now despite the problem he was having with Amy.
 
   By the time he arrived three other fencers were already suited up and stretching out.  Lee Thrace, a computer enthusiast with a year’s experience, greeted him first as he approached.  Lee remained a bit overweight and, as a result, slow to attack and parry but had excellent point control with the French foil, his weapon of choice.  If you missed him on the initial attack, chances were good it would cost you.
 
   “Mr. Martin said he has something to show us,” Lee offered as Steve passed by.
 
   Steve nodded and with a smile said, “Probably more pictures of the ‘good old days’ of fencing when he was in the Army.”  Lee shook his head and laughed, mostly because it was likely true.  Steve greeted the other two fencers as he passed them before stepping inside to change clothes in the nearby restroom.  Inside, his friend, Scott Shenk, was suiting up.
 
   “Ello’ there,” Scott said quoting The Princess Bride in his best Spanish accent, “Slow going?”
 
   Steve smiled as he took a seat on the same bench Scott’s sweats top was currently draped across, and then kicked off his shoes as he unfastened the buttons of his shirt.  “So how goes the college hunting with you?” he asked conversationally.
 
   Scott just finished putting on his sweatpants when he pulled and tied the drawstrings snugly about his waist.  Tossing a lock of his sandy blonde hair out of his eyes he replied, “Absolutely perfect.  I’ve been accepted to Western.”
 
   “That’s great!” Steve exclaimed.  “Sonya says that’s where she’s hoping to go too, but she’s still waiting to hear back.”
 
   Scott pulled his sweatshirt over his head and slipped his arms into the sleeves.  As he tugged it down, he leveled an impish smile at his friend.  “Speaking of yonder female, how goes it with you two?”
 
   Steve looked up, his brow wrinkling.  “How goes it?”
 
   “I’ve always gotten a certain vibe off of you two whenever you’re around each other—and it certainly looked like you and Sonya were getting pretty friendly in the hallway today.”
 
   Steve pulled his sweatshirt over his head, put his arms through, and turned to straighten himself in the mirror.  “I know what you think you saw, but that wasn’t it.”
 
   Scott was silent for a moment, and then said, “Okay, fine, but if you had met both of them at the same time, who would you have asked out?”
 
   “What difference does it make?  I didn’t meet both of them at the same time so it’s pointless to even wonder about it.”
 
   “All right, all right; deny it all you want,” Scott put in with an extended shrug.  “Just remember, girls are a lot like cars.  You may have a nice car now, but that’s not to say you can’t appreciate others that drive by.”
 
   Steve laughed with a shake of his head.  Nothing like twenty-first century urban philosophy to bring the world into perspective.
 
   Together they picked up their clothes and equipment, then walked out of the building and into the courtyard.  Placing their sabers and helmets on the stone bench before them, they moved to the wall to stretch out.
 
   “What’s this I hear about Mr. Martin’s surprise?” Scott asked.
 
   Steve exhaled as the muscles in his leg, which had spent entirely too much time parked under a classroom desktop, began to burn.  “I’m not sure.  Lee mentioned it earlier but I didn’t know anything about it until then.”
 
   Scott wedged his right foot at a forty-five degree angle where the floor met the wall, and then leaned forward with his right leg straight, stretching the calf muscle.  “What about the competition?  Is Mr. Martin actually considering having the final four fence off in front of the whole student body?”
 
   “That’s the word he passed down to me.”
 
   Across the way, the head of the English department, Darryl Martin, entered the courtyard with two long, cylindrical bags in tow.  He placed them both on a nearby picnic table and called out, “Fencers, line up!”  Mr. Martin, a man in his sixties, usually dressed in the role of the stoic instructor, but appeared instead in white fencing knickers, white tennis shoes, and a heavy brown , leather fencing jacket with a small red heart over the left breast.  Atop his head, his short hair had gone almost entirely gray, save for a straggling lock of black, and his body carried a slight hunch, shoulders forward and head stooped.  Not to be fooled ever again, though, Steve learned long ago beneath those dark brooding eyes lie an experience in the art of swordplay that, as of yet, he was far from equaling.  
 
   And on top of it all, Steve thought with a slight narrowing of his eyes, he’s a crafty old goat.
 
   In no time at all everyone was in position, standing at attention before their instructor.  “Well, people,” he said, ”I trust we are all ready to go?”  Everyone nodded.  “Good, I want fencers two and four, front and center.”
 
   Steve stepped back as the called upon fencers took their positions opposite each other.  Mr. Martin then randomly chose four others to act as judges, their job to watch for touches made, standing two on either side of the chosen fencers.  When all was ready, Mr. Martin gave the word, “Fencers ready.  Fence!”  Everyone watched as the two students advanced and retreated against each other, lunging when the opening presented itself, only to be parried by their opponent each time.  The sound of one weapon clashing against another, the scraping of steel on steel, always set Steve’s blood to racing.  No more than ten seconds into the bout had passed before the hand of one of the judges shot into the air.
 
   “Halt!” Mr. Martin called just as quickly, and both fencers lowered their weapons and stepped back.  With practiced ease, the old instructor ran through the last sequence of actions: “I have right-of-way established from my left, followed by a lunge with no attempt to parry.  Touch valid or invalid?”
 
   “Valid,” came the reply, followed by similar responses in turn from the three remaining judges.
 
   “I agree,” Mr. Martin replied.  “Score: one-zero.”  The two fencers then reclaimed their starting positions and prepared to go again when...  
 
   “Hold on a minute, people.  I have something I want to show you first.  Steven, will you please get my bags from the table?”
 
   Steve obliged and jogged over to the table.  The first bag was very light, probably a fencing weapon of some sort; the second, however, was noticeably heavier, much the way a real sword would be, and had a very solid feel to it.  He returned with both and Mr. Martin took the first bag from his pupil.  Unzipping the bag, he then withdrew an ancient-looking Hungarian fencing saber.  The blade possessed a great deal of flex in the dull gray of the metal, innumerable scratches tracing an almost solid weave along both the guard and the blade.
 
   “This is the saber I first started fencing with some forty years ago.”  He ran his fingers along the length of the blade and smiled.
 
   Steve could almost see the play of memories on his teacher’s face, and he could understand the sentimental value the old relic must have instilled in him, but he earnestly wished to see the sword that remained concealed in the bag in his hands.  He could tell by the weight and heft of the blade through the fabric that this was a weapon of an entirely different make.  It was too heavy to be a sport weapon; which meant this one was likley the real thing.
 
   Seeming to sense his anticipation, Mr. Martin passed the old saber to one of the students and relieved Steve of the bag he held.  With as much care as a father handles his newborn child, Mr. Martin withdrew the most beautiful rapier Steve had ever laid eyes on.  The guard, instead of a single piece of protective metal that enveloped the hand, was an ornate pattern of eight, spiraling cords like polished silver, three forming progressively larger rings to protect the back of the hand, with the remaining five weaving to form the remaining guard and knuckle bow.  The blade, no less immaculate, extended three feet from the guard with an edge along front and back.
 
   “Quite a work of art, isn’t it?” he said.  “A family heirloom passed down through my family from father to son for as long as any can remember.  He then turned his back and walked several steps away from his audience.  With a deft flick of his wrist, he slashed the air and the fine, faint whistle it made sent a shiver down Steve’s spine.  Turning back again, he held the glimmering sword out with both hands.  “So who wants to hold it first?”
 
   Steve practically teleported, so quickly did he materialize before his instructor.  Mr. Martin chuckled and placed the hilt in Steve’s hands.  The grip almost seemed to meld with his grasp as his fingers wrapped tightly around.  Steve, awe-struck, had never seen anything like it anywhere—not in books on weapons, not in movies, the internet, anywhere—and he felt certain this had to be the most finely crafted rapier in all the world.  He had only studied a little about the forging of such weapons thus far, but the time it must have taken to craft this beauty into such a perfect instrument had to be tremendous indeed.
 
   In time the sword filtered its way through to each of the students in turn and then once more returned to Mr. Martin’s hands.  He then sheathed it in its crude leather wrap and replaced it in the bag from which it came.  A glimmer of hope sprang into Steve’s eyes as Mr. Martin handed it to him.
 
   “Steven, I’d like you to take this out to my car and place it in the trunk.  You’ll find a blanket back there for you to wrap it in--and be sure to lock the door before you leave.”
 
   Steve hid his disappointment as he accepted the car keys.  He had hoped to get another chance to examine the weapon, and possibly wield it a bit, but it seemed his instructor had other plans.
 
   Then again…
 
   The anxious youth was nearly jogging when he appeared in the commons of his school.  It was a large open room with a twenty-foot ceiling and loads of open space to move around in.  Or wield an edged weapon.
 
   Wasting no time, he took the sword out of the bag, tossed the leather sheath off to the side, and proceeded to do battle with an imaginary enemy.  Mr. Martin’s sword was heavier to wield than the lighter, Olympic sabers he knew, but increased concentration on control compensated somewhat for the loss.  The youth moved slowly at first, getting a feel for the weight and handling, gradually increasing the speed of his movements in tiny increments as familiarity inched its way up his arm.
 
   Steve stopped abruptly in mid-lunge when he felt eyes upon him.  Across the room, Scott smiled and gave a little wave in greeting.
 
   “Oh, please, by all means continue,” he teased.  He held up the old training saber, letting it dangle by the guard on one finger.  “You forgot this when you ran out.”
 
   Steve laughed as he bent and retrieved the leather sheath.  “I didn’t run.”
 
   “You’re right,” Scott agreed nodding, “I think ‘sprinted’ is more the word we’re looking for.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah; okay, maybe I was a little anxious to—“  An odd light coming from the floor near his feet caught Steve’s attention and cut short his sentence.  A single scintillating sliver of light shined upward from the marble floor near his toe.  Then a dozen more appeared, then fifty, rapidly spreading outward in all directions with Steve at its center.
 
   Scott saw it too, and he advanced a step saying, “What the hell is that?”
 
   In the next moment light exploded upward from the floor like a shotgun blast.  Stunned by the flash, Steve covered his eyes with his hands in the same moment the floor dropped away beneath his feet. A fierce gale tore through the commons with a banshee’s fury, whipping up dust and stray papers and shattering panes of glass as they flexed outward beyond their breaking point.
 
   Steve’s free hand caught the edge of the sudden pit as he fell—more by instinct than rational thought—for he couldn’t see a thing in the blinding blue-white light emanating from below.  He screamed his frustration as he dropped the rapier, but it was the only way to save himself, for he could not maintain his hold otherwise.  His second hand joined the first at the edge for a moment to steady him, then he heaved himself up against the pull of the vortex below and thrust his right hand out, grasping for anything he could reach.  In a moment, he felt what could only be his friend’s hand lock onto his own and begin pulling.
 
   “Hang on!” Scott shouted and he heaved against whatever force was attempting to pull Steve into the depths.
 
   Scott maneuvered himself into a sitting position with the soles of his sneakers pressed firmly against the polished floor.  He grabbed his friend’s wrist with his other hand then and prepared to pull once more…when someone abruptly hooked him under the arms from behind and hefted him into the air.  Before he could react, that same person tossed him effortlessly into the luminous depths.
 
   Steve barely managed to recover from the sudden slip of his friend’s grasp, and then he felt hands upon his wrists.  With surprising ease, those hands him pulled from the edge and released him to free fall into the vortex of light.
 
   An armor-clad warrior stepped close to the portal’s edge, a jagged scar tracing diagonally across his left eye to disappear into the sideburns of his fiery red beard.  He waited a moment more, then he too stepped in, vanishing into the depths as the portal sealed itself behind him.
 
   
  
 

Chapter IV
 
   “Quickly, get him up.”
 
   Steve groaned as two pairs of hands grabbed either arm and brought him to his feet.  He felt so strange; every cell in his body was tingling as if he just survived a near miss by a bolt of lightning.  When he lifted his head, he could not believe what he saw.  The school, the commons, the courtyard, everything that had once been was now gone.  Instead, there stretched rolling hills and acres of swaying grass as far as the eye could see.  Other than Scott, himself, and these strangers, the only other living things were four saddled horses grazing contentedly a short distance away.
 
   “Are you all right, my boy?” a white-bearded man asked.
 
   Steve was clinging to a handful of his blue robe as if it were the only thing keeping the world stable beneath his feet.  
 
   Scott stood just a few paces off looking with the same combination of confusion and amazement awash on his face.  “Steve, you--this other guy--we dropped right out of the air!”
 
   “What happened?  Where are we?”  Steve looked alternately to the men on either side of him who had helped him to his feet: one, a red-bearded warrior with a vicious scar across his left eye, fully clad in plate mail armor, the other dressed in various shades of green from tunic to trousers with a finely crafted blade much like Mr. Martin’s own at his side; across his back a longbow and a quiver of arrows.  “Who are you guys?”
 
   “I am Haze,” the warrior replied, “a knight of Garindesh, at your service.”
 
   “And I am Lurin,” the other said.  “A woodsman and tracker out of Hampmire.”  Then, changing his tone, he asked, “Are you sure you are all right, lad?”
 
   Realizing he was still clinging to the old man’s robe, he let go suddenly and took in a deep, steadying breath.  “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   Haze dropped to one knee and retrieved Mr. Martin’s elegant, silver swepthilt rapier.  He stood and weighed the sword experimentally in his hand before returning it to Steve.   “A strange blade,” he said.  “Different, and a bit heavier than others of its kind I have seen before.”
 
   “Thanks,” Steve replied taking it, unsure as to whether the remark had been a compliment or mere appraisal.  “Look, I don’t mean to sound stupid, but just how did we get here?  I mean, there was light shooting up all around me, and then the floor fell away...”
 
   “I’m afraid that was my doing,” the old man confessed somewhat sheepishly.  “Portals such as that are typically set as traps but I had to bring you here--to Mithal--as quickly as possible.”
 
   “Portal?” Scott repeated, sounding unconvinced despite what had happened.  “Look, uh...”
 
   “Haldorum.”
 
   “Right.  Haldorum.  I don’t mean any offense, but it sounds like you’re screwing with us.  You don’t look like any scientist I’ve ever seen, and I keep up with all the tech magazines.  Nobody has that kind of technology anywhere.”
 
   Haldorum exhaled through his nose, amused.  “Right you are.  I am no scientist; but I am, however, a wizard.  Though certainly practiced to a much lesser degree here, science is a study nowhere near as advanced as it is on Earth.”
 
   Scott shot a questioning glance to his friend but, for the life of him, Steve could not dismiss the statement as lunacy outright.  The portal had definitely been real, their surroundings were real—to say nothing of his earlier encounter with Azinon.
 
   “There are some pretty big holes in my understanding of what’s going on,” Steve said.  “You’re the second person to come after me inside a week, doing things I can’t explain.  So why don’t you start by explaining exactly what you want with us?”
 
   “What I want with you,” the wizard corrected.  He placed a hand on Steve’s shoulder then.  “Come, let us talk.”
 
   The moon shined down from high above, casting its luminescent light upon the quiet camp.  A slight breeze blew from the east, cooling the warm night and preventing the flying insects from pestering the still figures seated comfortably around a small cook fire.  Scott listened from across the crackling flames in rapt attention as Steve explained the strange events following the reading of the will.  Haze and Lurin, seated opposite each other, were no less attentive as they listened along with Haldorum.  Sometimes the old wizard nodded as the details unfolded but he remained quiet throughout the telling.
 
   “It turns out the girl I saved was, in fact, Amy’s sister,” Steve said in conclusion to his tale.
 
   Haldorum drew in a long, thoughtful breath and exhaled slowly.  “I see now it was more fortuitous than I thought to find you when I did.  I have been searching for quite some time, but I didn’t pinpoint your whereabouts until you triggered your powers in the presence of your lady friend; though how Azinon found you so soon before then remains a mystery to me.”  The old man frowned as he considered that.  “Still, it seems it is day for surprises.  I had thought before your magical potential stemmed from you but, from what you have told me, it sounds plausible the pendant is your connection to the magic.  Very curious.”
 
   “If you say so,” Steve shrugged.  “But that whole invisibility-time travel thing was an accident.  I wasn’t trying to do anything.”
 
   “It sure sounds like you were trying to do something,” Scott said with a wry grin.
 
   Steve was idly poking the ground with a stick and this he threw at his friend.
 
   “Scott,” Haze began, his tone apologetic, “I am sorry for having tossed you into the portal as I did.  I wasn’t sure what else to do at the time, and I thought perhaps you might speak to someone about your friend’s unusual disappearance.”
 
   With a wave of his hand, Scott brushed the notion aside.  “Don’t worry about it.  If I’d known any better, I would have chosen to come here anyway—it’s far more interesting.  Although, I don’t know how I’m going to explain where I’ve been to my parents.”
 
   “That reminds me,” Steve said.  “My mother has been acting really strange lately, too.  Just a few days ago she told me I was approaching a crossroads in my life soon--or at least something to that effect.  To be honest, I thought she was just doing her mom thing, given my problems with Amy, and I wasn’t paying much attention.”
 
   The wizard gave a sidelong nod.  “Your mother is a wise woman, although I doubt she realized exactly how prescient her words would turn out to be.”  After a moment of consideration he added, “I must admit, though, my bringing you here goes far beyond just wanting to see you safely out of Azinon’s grasp.”
 
   Steve had been expecting this, knowing all along there had to be more, and he tightened his grip unconsciously on the hilt of Mr. Martin’s rapier.  Though he no longer feared them, he would not go so far as to say he entirely trusted them either.  
 
   “Okay, why then?”
 
   “Azinon is a harsh and evil man.  Nearly twenty years ago he overthrew the royal family of this world with the help of a Hell-spawned army under his control, and seated himself upon the throne.  Now he rules humankind unmercifully, and manipulates the other races into bloody border wars with each other from behind the scenes.  But this is merely a delaying tactic, however; left unchecked, he will inevitably subjugate them as well.”
 
   “Why does he need a delaying tactic at all?” Scott shrugged.
 
   Haldorum nodded sagely at the question.  “Because not all humans have taken a knee.  Five years after Azinon seized the crown, I joined a rebel group that seeks to restore the imperial line.  Warriors, townspeople, farmers--anyone who is good of heart and possesses the courage to fight is welcomed into our ranks.  For thirteen long years, we have conducted raids and fought the private armies of greedy nobles who remain loyal to Azinon.  Aided by my arts, the rebels have grown both in number and in strength, and now they are a small but formidable army.”  Haldorum then sighed heavily.  “Unfortunately, this is not enough.  Azinon’s sorcery is very powerful.  His army is vast in numbers and well trained, and on more than one occasion we have suffered defeat at the hands of both.  If something is not done to turn the advantage in our favor I fear the day is not far that we shall be defeated once and for all.”  He gripped his hands together tightly and was silent for a time.  He was clearly reticent to continue but finally said, “I want you to join us, Steven.”
 
   “Wait—what?!  Hold on a minute,” Steve sputtered in surprise.
 
   “I am partly responsible for bringing you here,” Lurin interjected.  “It was I who journeyed to Blue Mountain and spoke with the Oracle.  There I was told to seek the Third Power, the key element of a prophecy once thought only fable.”
 
   Steve wrinkled his brow at that and looked back at the old wizard, who nodded.  
 
   “There is a prophecy, centuries old--”
 
   “Of course!” Steve interrupted sarcastically.  “Yes, yes, I’ve been to the movies; there is always a prophecy.”  He lowered his head into his hands and rubbed his temples.
 
   “It speaks of the coming of three Powers,” Haldorum continued.  “I am the First Power; the only man in this world--until now--born with the magical abilities of a wizard.  Azinon’s magic is born of darkness, of sorcery; and he is the second.  But the Third Power is the key; spoken of in ancient texts, this person is a child of another world, blessed with abilities our realm has never seen.”  A dead calm then settled over the camp, leaving only the sound of the gently blowing grasses and the low crackle of the fire to fill the silence.  Steve lifted his head and met the wizard’s gaze as the old man said, “And I believe you are that Third Power.”
 
   “All right, hold on, let’s just back up a minute.” Steve said levelly.  “First of all, I already have a life—back on Earth—and I already know what I want to do with it.  And, secondly, how do you know this—“ Steve gestured vaguely with his hand—“this oracle thing wasn’t talking about someone else entirely?”
 
   Haldorum was shaking his head slowly.  “Without a doubt, Steven, you are the one the Oracle spoke of.  You are both from another world, and you possess the powers of a wizard--already unlike anything I have seen before.  How else would you explain it?  How many other people on your world can do what you and that crystal are capable of?”
 
   Steve didn’t have an answer—didn’t want to answer.  And yet…
 
   Scott straightened uneasily, looking vastly uncomfortable with the topic of conversation—even more so after glancing at his friend to find that Steve actually looked to be considering it.  “Steve, what about school and everything back home?”
 
   “I never said I was staying,” Steve shot back with more heat than he intended.  Inside, however, he was mulling the idea over in his mind.  Provided everything he had been told was true, it would make sense.
 
   “What about the millions of people who suffer every day under Azinon’s tyranny?” Haldorum asked of Scott.
 
   “We don’t know anything about you or your world,” Scott countered.  “Whatever is happening had nothing to do with us until you brought us here.”
 
   “Steve possesses the potential to help us all—to end the meaningless slaughter of families and friends that will inevitably spread to every race of this world,” Haldorum countered.  When Scott did not answer the old wizard turned to Steve.  “The land is dying at Azinon’s hands, and suffering from a plague that has claimed more than a hundred thousand souls.  Unnatural beasts roam the wilds unchecked.  Even here, were it not for my spell of protection around this camp, that sorcerer’s Hell spawn would be at our throats even as we speak.  But with your help we can end it—end all of it.”
 
   “Okay, wait a minute,” Steve replied, beginning to feel more than a little overwhelmed, “just…let me think.”  Everything was happening so fast; there was so much to consider.  On the one hand, Scott was right.  If he decided to join Haldorum his plans for his life on Earth were finished; his journey toward becoming an astronaut was finished.  And he would have to leave behind all his family and friends, and Amy.  Could he do that?  Did he want to?
 
   But there were millions of people on this world to consider.  If people really were dying because of Azinon—and there really was something he could do to stop it—then didn’t he at least owe it to them to try?
 
   Steve shook his head, feeling suddenly mentally exhausted.  This is all just too much.  With sword in hand, he rose and walked away from the fire without another word.
 
   The four of them watched as he walked out of the firelight and into the shadows at the edge of camp.  
 
   Several moments passed soundlessly before Haze finally asked, “What think you, wizard?  Will he side with us?”
 
   Haldorum breathed deeply and shrugged.  “I do not know.  Perhaps.  I hope.”
 
   “But he must!  There is too much at stake for him to refuse.”
 
   Haldorum shook his head slowly.  “We cannot force him.  If we tried he would unwittingly turn his strength against us, and that we can do without.  No, the decision is his alone.”
 
   Steve stared out across the moonlighted hills, lost deep in thought.  He couldn’t help but wonder how in the world—worlds, as it were—something like this could have fallen on him of all people.  This was not his home, not his fight.  An hour ago, he knew exactly his path and now, suddenly, there were two.  Logic told him this was not something he should get involved in; there was so much that could go wrong even beyond the very real possibility of him failing.  Yet, on the other hand, if things here really are as bad as Haldorum described, and Steve did possess some kind of magic that could help, could he just turn his back and walk away from so many innocent people?  His head told him one thing, but his heart spoke another.
 
   Steve looked up to the pale face of the moon as he recalled Azinon’s words after he had thrown him through the Welands’ garage door.
 
   Do you believe yourself a savior?
 
   The young man’s contemplation broke as a woman’s icy scream pierced the stillness of the dark.   Steve whirled around with a start, his eyes searching the night.  In the distance, he could make out the figure of someone fleeing across a hilltop, silhouetted against the backdrop of the moonlighted sky.  Behind her ran two larger inhuman figures following closely in pursuit.
 
   Steve bolted into the dark, his sword in hand, on an intercept course for the woman.  Behind him, he heard Haldorum’s voice calling after him but there was no time to stop and explain.  Whomever was out there didn’t have a second to spare.
 
   Lurin, Haze and Scott ran up behind the old wizard standing at the edge of the camp’s perimeter, the warrior asking, “What happened?”
 
   Haldorum gave directions urgently.  “Lurin, you are with me.  Haze, remain here with Scott; my enchantment will weaken the moment I step outside of it.  Steven is in more danger than he realizes.”
 
   Adrenaline coursed through Steve and mixed with his growing excitement.  Together they pushed his legs harder and faster, eating up the distance until the ground beneath his feet passed in a blur.  “This way!” he shouted, “Over here!”  The woman seemed to hear him, for she changed her path and ran almost directly toward him.  Steve poured it on and willed his legs to move even faster, unaware of the ghostly aura flaring brighter from the crystal about his neck.  Raw energy surged to his muscles; the feeling incredible, almost euphoric; moving him faster and pumping his legs like a super-charged locomotive.  He did not have to think, he just moved, and the magic of the pendant flowed through him.
 
   Then the world reeled end over end as something lashed out of the darkness and caught him fast around his ankle.  The snare pulled taut instantly and Steve went down into the thigh-high grass in an out of control tumble.  An exclamation of surprise followed him as Steve’s momentum jerked his captor off his feet, taking him to the ground as well.
 
   “Got yooo!” it hissed.
 
   Steve rolled to his back and looked in disbelief at the inhuman creature rising to its feet.  A man-formed lizard, thick set and strong, covered in both mottled green scales and human flesh, standing six feet tall.  It looked like a horrible amalgamation of both human and reptile, spliced together from pieces into a single vile construct.  Steve winced in pain as its tail tightened its grip around his ankle.
 
   “Wherrre go yoo, hyoomun?” it rasped.  With a jerk of its tail Steve slid a foot closer to its hideous mass.  “Nowherrre.  Yooo food!”
 
   Steve’s fear scattered his thoughts like a cloud of butterflies and he instinctively lashed out with the rapier.  The creature roared in agony as the deadly edge severed half its tail, the detached limb uncoiling from Steve’s foot and thrashing spasmodically about on the ground.  Steve performed a backward roll to put his feet under him and then launched from the ground with his sword extended.  Ignoring the gouting blood and bits of cartilage spraying from the stump, he buried the point of his weapon in the creature’s chest where he hoped its heart lie.  The half-lizard threw back its head and vomited blood and spittle into the air, its screaming words gargled by the fluid erupting forth.  Twisting the blade, Steve kicked the creature in the chest, pulling his blade free, and it fell away dead to the ground.
 
   Steve stared but did not believe.  What in God’s name was it?  This thing…this unnamed horror he had just killed…what was it?  What was it!  His mind fought to make some kind of sense of this newest blight of crazy to infect his life.  His mind raced on the verge of panic, and then he breathed, long and slow, remembering the seemingly unexplainable things he had already witnessed thus far.  This world was one of magic, after all.
 
   That thought calmed him, steadied him, as his mind won over the panic about the unexplained.  And the fight!  What happened there?  He had moved without thinking, without knowing.  Something inside him just made him move.
 
   Without warning another tail lashed out from behind and coiled painfully around his wrist.  The rapier flew wildly out of his grasp as the second creature jerked him off his feet and caught him in mid-air by the scruff of his clothing behind his neck.
 
   “Hyoomun kill, now hyoomun die!”
 
   The second lizard-thing lowered its open maw to tear out Steve’s throat and fear spurred the young man into action.  With the crystal singing high and shrill a song like that of falling shards of glass, bone and flesh yielded to four frantic blows that hammered mercilessly from fists like cinder blocks into the creature’s torso.  The lizardman tried to pull away but something inside Steve kept him coming.  Seeing retreat as the only option, the creature released its prize and turned away but the damage done was too severe for escape.  Steve, in his maddened frenzy, jumped to the creature’s back and slipped his arm around its neck in a chokehold.  The hybrid beast clutched and groped desperately with its fingers, scoring Steve’s arm with its claws in the process.  It thrashed and spun like a wild animal but Steve held fast like a magically-charged vice and refused to be thrown.  The next thirty seconds passed like an eternity before the creature finally collapsed to its knees, and then fell face forward to the grass.
 
   Steve released his hold hesitantly, fearing a ruse.  When the creature gave no more indications of life, he jumped quickly to his feet with his heart pounding like a bass drum in his chest.  He scarcely took his eyes off the still form as he retrieved his rapier.
 
   “The woman!” he said remembering.  Steve fled in the direction he had last seen her and stopped when he reached the crest of the next hill.  Everywhere he looked, there was no sign of either the woman or her pursuers; as if they had all just up and vanished.
 
   “Look out, Steve!”
 
   The crystal flared and Steve’s body flew into motion.  He ducked and rolled, hearing the whoosh of air as four claws swiped for his head.  In the next instant, the lizard-thing’s chest sprouted two feathered shafts as Lurin’s arrows thudded home, each landing only a second apart.  The creature staggered forward, still intent on its target, and then fell dead to the ground with a rasping exhalation.  With the dead beast before him, Steve understood why he hadn’t seen it before.  In the tall grasses and dim light, these strange half-men were near invisible.
 
   Lurin and Haldorum ran up the hill and met him at the crest.  “Are you all right, lad?” the woodsman asked winded, helping him to his feet.
 
   Steve swallowed the lump in his throat and managed a nod.  “Yeah, I think so.  Thanks to you.  What in the hell is that?” he said pointing.
 
   Haldorum looked down at the creature with a mixture of both pity and disgust on his face.  “They are called shangee, products of Azinon’s foul magic.  They are capable of limited human speech, and they use it to lure their prey out into the open.  That woman you thought you saw and heard was only their ploy—common among their kind—to bring you outside the range of my protection spells.”  He looked again at the blood and gore coating Steve’s once-white sweats and asked, “Are you sure you are all right?”
 
   His heart was still beating like a frightened rabbit’s, and his muscles were tense, but he nodded.  “I don’t really look it, do I?  But, yeah, I’m okay.”
 
   Lurin gave a quick nod and nudged the shangee he had killed to its back with his toe.  He withdrew both arrows from its chest, and then tossed one aside looking rather insulted as he did so, seeing the shaft had splintered when the creature fell.  “Good.  Let us all get back to camp before I have to waste another good arrow on one of these.”
 
   Scott and Haze looked up from the fire as Steve, Lurin and Haldorum walked back into camp.  Steve looked badly shaken and his clothing was more red with blood than white.
 
   “Oh, man!  What happened out there?” Scott exclaimed rising.  As if fearing his friend would fall, he ran to Steve and supported him by the shoulders.
 
   Steve gently shrugged away his help.  “I’m all right, it’s mostly their blood.  I got jumped by a couple of those…” he gestured over his shoulder, forgetting the name, “those things out there.”
 
   “Things?  What do you mean ‘things’?”
 
   “Shangee,” the wizard explained again, “a magical hybridization of man and reptile.  Azinon has many terrible ways of dealing with his enemies; turning them into shangee is but one.”
 
   “You mean those were people out there?” Steve asked incredulous.
 
   “Once,” Haldorum nodded, his voice sounding indifferent.  “Now they are slaves to dark sorcery.  They retain memories of who they once were and of their families, while possessing little in the way of human intellect.  In a short time, they go quite mad.  Azinon has many enemies in the realm, and he finds it a convenient method of dealing with them while not wasting the manpower for his armies.”
 
   “I haven’t even seen them,” Scott said with a sickened grimace, “but I know you have got to be one evil bastard to do such a thing to someone.”
 
   Haldorum cracked a slightly sardonic smile.  “You could not begin to imagine what Azinon is capable of.  The shangee are but the smallest example.”
 
   Haze looked up briefly from sharpening the blade of his sword.  “Believe me when I say we do them a favor by killing them.”
 
   Steve turned and, feeling suddenly exhausted, walked over to the fire and sat down heavily.  Scott looked about to follow, then stopped when Haldorum signaled for him to help Haze tend to the horses.  Scott nodded, his understanding written clearly on his face, and went to go help.
 
   The wizard gathered the folds of his robe about himself and sat beside the young man.  “I hope you are not having second thoughts about staying.”
 
   Steve opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.  On his second try, he managed, “I just—I’m not sure I’m cut out for this.  I’m beginning to think maybe I’m not the guy you were hoping for.”
 
   Haldorum smiled kindly.  “You are who we were looking for, Steven.  I knew it from the first moment I sensed your presence.  Are you sure that is all that troubles you?”
 
   He made no attempt to deny this, only looked over his shoulder in the direction where the now dead shangee lie.
 
   “What is it, Steve?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “I know you were frightened out there; but that is only natural.  Is that what is bothering you?”
 
   Steve glanced over his shoulder a second time and then returned his eyes to the old wizard next to him.  “Ever since I first started fencing, I have always wondered what it would be like to fight someone for real.  And now that I have, I find out it’s nothing like I expected.”  A look of heartache crept into his eyes as he fingered the hilt of Mr. Martin’s sword.  “I’ve never killed anyone before, Haldorum.  Before now I had never even seen a dead body.”
 
   The old wizard nodded slowly to himself.  “I am sorry, Steven.  This is partially my fault.  Death has simply been a part of life here for so long it hadn’t even occurred to me how you might react to seeing it for the first time--let alone killing anyone yourself.”
 
   The young would-be wizard shook his head, the look in his eyes distant.  “I don’t like it.  I feel like I’ve done something very wrong.”
 
   “No,” Haldorum said firmly.  “You were not wrong for doing what you did tonight.  You reacted because of a threat to your life.  If you had not killed that shangee it would most certainly have killed you.”
 
   “Don’t you think I know that?  I was there.  I heard what it said, I saw what it tried to do but it doesn’t change anything.  You said yourself that thing out there was once human, and every time I think about how I killed it I just want to puke.”  Steve brought his knees to his chin and wrapped his arms about his legs.  Quietly he added, “I want to help you.  Really, I do.  I just…I don’t know if I can.”
 
   Haldorum thought for a moment and then asked, “Could you take the life of a man who stood ready to kill your mother?”
 
   Steve looked to the elder man questioningly and then shrugged.  “I guess I wouldn’t have much of a choice.”
 
   The wizard nodded satisfied.  “Then, yes, you can help us.  There are mothers, daughters, fathers and sons dying every day at the hands of Azinon and his minions—and that is not even to count those souls lost to the plague he has wrought.”  Haldorum took Steve’s hand in his own.  “There is great power in you, Steven.  And it is different than I have ever known before.  It is almost as though your magic is alive and conscious within you.  It carried you faster than the swiftest horse when you fled this camp and, as you have already said, it granted you a glimpse of what was yet to be.  Both times you did not shrink away from that power, you used it to save a life.”
 
   There was no mistaking that look on Haldorum’s face: the old wizard truly believed in him.
 
   “You can help us to crush Azinon.  Please, Steven.  You must at least try.”
 
   Steve looked down at their locked hands.  He wondered how he would later feel if he did not at least attempt to help.  “I’m still not sure,” he said.  “But I suppose I can at least stick around long enough to see what this crystal can do.”
 
   “Wonderful!” Haze said as both he and Scott walked back into the firelight.  The burly warrior tossed Steve a rolled up bearskin, much like the one Scott carried.  “I’m glad to hear it, lad; I’m sure your final decision will be the right one in the end.  Until then, I think we could all do with a little sleep.  It has been a busy day.”
 
   Haldorum clapped Steve on the shoulder and then left while Scott sauntered over and spread his bearskin out on the grass.  “So we’re staying, huh?”
 
   “I am,” Steve replied.  “I’m sure Haldorum could--”
 
   “Forget it.  If you stay, I stay.”  Scott cast his gaze downward and kicked a stone clear of where he planned to lie down.  “I just better not wake up to find you spooning me.”
 
   The sun crept slowly clear of the horizon and the first rays pierced the camp when Haldorum nudged the sleeping young man into wakefulness.  Steve moaned a half-conscious protest and pulled the bearskin tighter around him.
 
   Haldorum sighed.  With a magical wave of his hand, the bearskin rolled him out onto the dew-drenched grass.  Steve immediately jumped to his feet, spitting out a blade of grass in disgust.  He brushed off the front of his bloodstained sweats and looked around sleepy-eyed.  After a moment, his eyes focused and he said, “I just know you plan on telling me what that was all about.”
 
   Haldorum said nothing as he walked over to one of the horses and mounted.  Sensing the old wizard wished him to do the same, Steve turned his palms skyward in question.  “We’re not even going to eat first?”
 
   The wizard grabbed at the air and an apple appeared.  Tossing it to the youth, he said, “Here, you can eat on the way.”
 
   Steve glanced to his friend still sleeping on the ground and Haldorum said, “I am afraid this excursion is for wizards only.”
 
   The young man eyed the elder suspiciously but moved to the second mount.
 
   In a few minutes the two of them were saddled up and riding out of camp.  Steve’s stomach still rumbled hungrily despite the apple, but he barely noticed it, focused as he was on their surroundings and keeping one hand close to the hilt of the rapier strapped along the top of the saddle bag.
 
   “They do not come out during the day.”
 
   Steve looked away from the countryside a moment.  “What?”
 
   “The shangee,” Haldorum explained.  “They shun the light of day.  Unless Azinon himself forces them out of their holes, they are loathe to venture into daylight.  You are quite safe.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” Steve replied sounding not quite convinced.  As they continued to ride, he gave his best effort to face straight ahead and relax, but kept a wary eye moving left and right all the same.  Haldorum chuckled.
 
   “So where are we going anyway?” Steve asked suddenly, more so to get his mind off his paranoia than anything else.  As they crested the next hill, Haldorum gestured before them with one hand.  Before them the terrain descended, the hills giving way to a flat, grassy plain.  A few miles further on, the plain ended at a line of trees that marked the edge of a heavy forest.  Dense and thick, the expanse of trees ran along the horizon like a seam between the earth and sky.
 
   “That, my boy,” Haldorum said resting his hands on the front rim of the saddle, “is the Memsherar.  An enchanted place, ancient and mysterious.”
 
   Steve squinted into the distance left and right but the forest extended beyond his vision in both directions.  “Enchanted, huh?  Any particular reason we’re going there?”
 
   “Yes, very particular,” Haldorum returned.  “Something is waiting for you.”
 
   Steve waited expectantly for the rest of that information, but nothing.  Finally, “And that something is?”
 
   “I do not know,” he shrugged, “but the forest does.  You shall find out when you get there.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help but smile.  “Ah, the forest knows.  You do realize you just anthropomorphized a bunch of trees?”
 
   “You forget whose world you are on.”
 
   Steve’s smile faded and he cocked his head, conceding the point.
 
   “I am sorry I cannot be more elucidating, Steven, but I honestly do not know what awaits you.  Every person born unto magic, however small or great their talent, is at some point in their life drawn to this place.  Some of those who journey here receive visions--”
 
   Steve raised a hand and shook his head. “No more visions, thanks.”
 
   Haldorum shrugged.  “I cannot say for certain.  The events differ from one person to the next.  Some receive visions, others are made aware of the destiny.  Still others come to fully understand themselves to cope better with their abilities.  I am taking you there now to save us the possibility of the forest calling you at a time when it might prove inconvenient to our cause.”
 
   Steve nodded at the logic.  “Sounds like a good idea to me.  Though I’m not exactly sure what it means to fully ‘understand yourself’, but it doesn’t sound like such a bad thing.”
 
   The two continued another couple of hours before Haldorum finally reined in his horse.  “I am afraid this is as far as I go.  You are on your own from here.”
 
   Steve turned his mount to face the wizard, his horse pawing the earth in agitation.  “Can’t you at least tell me where I’m supposed to find...whatever it is I’m looking for?”
 
   “You will know it when you see it.”  Haldorum paused a moment and then added, “Unless, of course, it finds you first.”
 
   Steve shrugged, supposing there wouldn’t be any better of an answer than that.  Stroking the thick mane of his mount, he leaned forward and whispered to his horse, “Feel like a run?”  Half-rearing, the horse turned on its hind legs and bolted into a full gallop.
 
   “So much exuberance in that boy,” Haldorum commented aloud as he watched him ride off, then he shrugged and turned his horse about.
 
   Steve reveled in the sensation of sailing across the plain as the wind whipped past his face and filled his lungs with the late morning’s fragrance.  Never was there such a feeling of freedom as when he was riding full out on the back of a horse.  He remembered his first time kicking his mount into a full gallop on his grandparents’ ranch when he was ten.  Then, it was like racing with the comets across a starlit sky while whole planets yielded to his passing.  The horse beneath him now ran with war-born stamina toward the forest as though there was no tomorrow, and soon the first line of trees was but a hundred yards away.  He slowed the horse’s gait then, allowing the animal to cool down as they neared their destination.  Now, being so close, Steve had no trouble believing there was indeed something unusual about this wood.  The whole of it emanated a strange kind of passive power, almost as though he were sensing the very life force of the forest itself.  And then, ten yards from the first trees, the horse halted abruptly and cocked its ears forward.
 
   “What’s wrong, fella’?” Steve asked with a pat on its neck.  He nudged the horse with his heels but the animal backed away even further, refusing to advance.
 
   “I see.  Well, if you’ve made up your mind…”  Steve dismounted at that.  “Looks like I walk from here.”  He unstrapped Mr. Martin’s rapier in its crude sheath from the saddlebag and proceeded on foot.  His confidant stride slowed to barely a crawl, before he finally stopped entirely before the two foremost trees standing out from the rest like two sentries in the total stillness.  He could not explain his reticence, but something made the hairs on the nape of his neck stand on end.  
 
   Horse has probably just got me spooked.
 
   With a deep breath, he closed his eyes and moved forward.
 
   He crossed the border of the Memsherar, feeling some barely tangible barrier give way before him, like the delicate fibers of a cobweb passing over his body, and then suddenly life teemed around him.  Birds singing overhead, the rustling of leaves, the wind rushing through the tangled boughs above, the smell of wood and sap and moist earth drifting lazily in the air; his senses flooded with the sights and sounds of the forest.  Curious, Steve glanced back over his shoulder but could not account for the strange phenomenon.  Then he faced front and marched on, to whatever awaited.
 
   Steve felt small—really small—as he trudged ever further into the domain of the Memsherar.  The immense trees dwarfed him, forty feet around and rising straight and tall like pillars holding up the canvas of the sky.  Broad carpets of moss crept up the north side of these giants, reminding him of still photographs of waves breaking against the shore.  Everything about forest seemed to be on a grand scale.  Steve sized up the width of one particular giant and surmised that it would have taken at least ten men to reach around its circumference.  Towering above, the limbs intertwined in an intricate latticework that made up the forest’s ceiling.
 
   Steve pressed on, initially feeling certain at any moment he would discover whatever it was he had been sent after, but after his second hour of tromping through the forest he began to lose hope.  By mid-day all he had to show for his efforts were several miles and countless trees behind him.  He sighed as it became disappointingly clear this was not the in-and-out mission Haldorum had led him to believe.
 
   Steve sighed again, loudly.  “This is getting old.”
 
   “I agrees with ya’ completely.”
 
   Steve froze.  He had not seen or heard another living soul since entering the forest, yet that voice was startlingly close.  He scanned the area around him with a cautious eye but could not pinpoint the source of that voice.
 
   “Naw, down here, lad.”
 
   Steve looked down and couldn’t believe his eyes.  Straddling his shoe like a horse was a little man he guessed to be no taller than five inches standing, dressed in a tiny green tunic and breeches, and little pointed-toe shoes that looked like they were fashioned from leaves.
 
   “Hiya’,” the little man greeted cheerily with a wave.
 
   At first Steve said nothing--couldn’t say anything—then he lowered an upturned palm that the tiny man accepted happily.
 
   “Might kind of ya’, lad.”
 
   Steve straightened and a slow smile of wonder spread clear across his face.  “This is too wild!  Who are you?”
 
   “Name’s Jiv,” came the reply.  “An’ by the look on yer face I’d say ya’ve never seen a sprite before.  Who might you be?”
 
   Steve held out his index finger, which Jiv shook enthusiastically with both hands.  “I’m Steve.  And, no, I’ve never seen a sprite before.  I’m kind of new to your world.”
 
   “From another world, are ya’?”  Jiv huffed and looked impressed.  “Never knew there be another aside from this one.  At least ya’ speak the language well enough.”
 
   “Actually, your language is the same as mine.”
 
   Jiv put his hands on his hips and whistled.  “Now isn’ that a coincidental accidental?  Eh, by the way, wot is it that brings ya’ here to this neck of the wood, lad?  Few humans, if any a’tall, ever come scoutin’ about the Mem.  Septin’ a’course them--”  The little man stopped short at his sudden thought, then he stomped once and slapped his thigh.  “You’s one a them wizard-types, aren’t ya’?”
 
   Steve shrugged.  “I think that remains to be seen, but that is the going theory.”
 
   “Ah knew it, ah knew it,” Jiv said more than a little proud of himself.  “Ah knew it when ah first laid eyes on ya’.  Ah said to meself, ‘now that looks like a lad with purpose, but not a place’.  Yer lookin’ for one of them wizard-like things that you wizard-types are always lookin’ for, aren’t ya’?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right,” Steve said suddenly more glad than ever to have run into this little fellow.  “You sound like you know something about this.  I’m supposed to have some sort of vision, or something.”
 
   “Yep, yep,” Jiv said nodding.  “That would be them.”  He then turned and took up a position at Steve’s fingertips facing the forest.  To Steve, it reminded him of the portrait of George Washington crossing the Delaware.  “Well, let’s get on with it then, lad.  Sounds like an interestin’ little venture you’ve set before yerself, and ah aims ta’ find out ow’ it turns out.”
 
   Steve laughed and he started out once more.  The little man’s gregarious personality and friendly disposition was a welcome change to the unease the forest had been instilling in him all day.  Gaining a companion was exactly what he had needed.
 
   “So tell me, lad,” Jiv asked as they traveled, “ow’ is it that ya’ve come ta’ this here chaos-ridden little stretch we call home?”
 
   “A wizard named Haldorum brought me here yesterday.”
 
   The whites of Jiv’s eyes about doubled in size.  “The First Power a’ Mithal?  
 
   Ho-ho!  Ya’ must be somethin’ pretty important for the likes a’him to take an interest in ya’.”
 
   Steve plowed his way through a wide swath of brambles, seeing no easy way around, his stained sweats catching and snagging on every groping branch and twig.
 
   “So did his great powerfulness give ya’ some notion as ta’ what yer seekin’ exactly?”
 
   Steve could only shake his head.  “No.  And, believe me, I tried.  All he said was that I would either find it or it would find me.”
 
   The tiny sprite threw his hands up in flamboyant exasperation.  “Now, ya’ see?  Seems like all them wizard-types act like they took a blow to the ‘ed; always talkin’ in riddles and actin’ all mysterious-like.  After a while ya’ gets so ya’ don’t even make sense anymore.  Do yerself a favor, lad, and don’t ya’s never stop makin’ sense.”
 
   Steve smiled crookedly.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   That said, Jiv’s attention went to the weapon in the young man’s other hand.  “Say, that’s a right nice lookin’ harpie-poker ya’ got there.  Killed anythin’ yet?”
 
   He nodded solemnly, regret flashing across his face.  “A Shangee.”
 
   The little man reared back, thoroughly impressed.  “Well, awright!  Anybody who retires one of them nasties is aw’right by me.  Filthy servants a’ the Dark One, they are.”
 
   Steve’s brow knitted in concern at the mention of the sorcerer. Their encounter had been brief--fortunately for Steve--and he was in no hurry to go another round with that one.
 
   Noticing the far-distant look on his newfound friend’s face, Jiv asked, “Ya’ feelin’ awright?  I didn’t mean ta’ upset ya’.”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I was just thinking.”
 
   Jiv turned and seated himself on the heel of Steve’s open palm and rested his forearms upon his knees.  “Okay, wot about?  From the look on yer face, ah’d say it wasn’t a pleasant thought.”
 
   Steve cracked a half smile at the understatement.  “No, not very.  You could say I had a small run-in with that sorcerer you mentioned.”
 
   The sprite very nearly lost his perch at that revelation. “Fairy’s dust, lad!  Ya’ve got ta’ be pullin’ ol’ Jiv’s leg!  Ya’ should be considerin’ yerself lucky ta’ be alive!  Ah’ve heard tell a’ some rather unfriendly things about the likes o’that one.”
 
   Steve ducked under a tangle of low hanging branches saying, “After what I went through with him, you can bet they’re all true.  You know much about him?”
 
   “Much,” Jiv nodded in reply.  “The Memsherar is ancient beyond all things great and small.  Kind of like the Oracle, ya’ could say--but even older.”
 
   “Wait a minute, you lost me,” Steve said perplexed.  “What does that have to do with Azinon?”
 
   The little man’s mouth twisted and he hit himself in the forehead with the butt of his hand, as though remembering something he should have known all along.  “Ah forget yer still new ta’ our ways.  Ya’ see, it’s like this,” he said.  “Although ah’ve never been there meself, ah’m told the Oracle is a big magical thing shaped like a ginormous opal.  If you get to it--and few do--it will grant ya’ the answer to yer question.  The Mem, however, can give ya’ information about the past and present.  It’s just a matter a’knowin’ ow’.  Either way, though, it’s not good ta’ know too much about either one, if’n ya’ know what ah mean.”
 
   Steve stopped abruptly, nearly rolling his passenger head over heels.  “That’s it!” he exclaimed.
 
   “Where?!” Jiv said jumping to his feet, his eyes frantically searching the forest.
 
   “Jiv, don’t you get it?”  Haldorum sent me here to find something—and sometimes it’s a vision.”
 
   The sprite rubbed at his chin thoughtfully, nodding.  “Ya’ know, ah had never even thought a’that.”  After a moment his hands suddenly flew to his temples and then outward explosively.  “Ah’m supposed ta’ help you find yer vision, aren’t ah?”
 
   Steve felt like kicking himself.  “Man, I’m so stupid!”  The wizard had told him there was a chance the thing he sought might just find him instead.  He had been carrying the key to what he was looking for this whole time.
 
   “All right, Jiv, how do we do this?”
 
   Jiv pointed straight ahead to start him moving saying, “You’ll need halenberries, for starters.  They ave’ a bit of a kick but there be nothin’ better when ya ave’ ta’ commune with the Mem.  There’s a whole bush a’them right there.  Ah always keep some halenberry juice on me but ah’ve a feelin’ a lad yer size is goin’ ta’ need more than yer good buddy Jiv as’ in his pocket.”
 
   Steve practically ran to the bush Jiv pointed to—barely more than a scrub, really, but it was abundant with the tiny red berries.
 
   “You’ll probably be needin’ a small handful a’those,” Jiv instructed.  “As soon as ya’ swallow em’ down, put both yer hands on one a’the Mem’s trees and concentrate on what it is ya’ most want ta’ know.”
 
   Steve nodded and set Jiv carefully down upon a mound of moss growing at the base of the nearest tree.  Then he went to the bush and, with quick, darting motions, he gathered a handful of the tiny berries and then poured them all into his mouth.  To his rumbling stomach, they were a welcome addition to the early morning apple.  He turned then and promptly placed both hands back on the tree where Jiv waited.”
 
   The tangy sweetness of the berries lingered on his taste buds and made his mouth water hungrily for more.  Strangely, they tasted something like a cross between blackberries and raspberries without the seeds of either.  Remembering Jiv’s instructions, he quickly pushed the thought out of his mind and concentrated on what he wanted to know.
 
   He did not wait long.
 
   A shroud of mist enveloped his senses and drowned out the sounds of the forest around him.  Softly at first, but louder with every passing heartbeat, the dull roar of thousands of voices rose in his ears.  From somewhere in the distance there came the sounds of beating drums and the clamor of metal against metal.
 
   “I can hear it, Jiv!” Steve exclaimed, hardly able to believe it was working.
 
   “So what are ya’ talkin’ ta’ me for?  Lissen up!”
 
   Sight exploded forth and two opposing armies crashed together with incredible ferocity.  On one side lay the vast multitudes of the human forces fighting for the Emperor, fighting to protect the immense castle beyond, the last imperial stronghold, within the walled city only half a league behind them.  On the other side, the monster legions of Azinon.
 
   Without knowing how, Steve knew this struggle of eighteen years past was at its climax.  This was the last time these two sides would meet in battle.
 
   Azinon was at the rear of his forces, watching calmly the bloodshed and havoc from an elevated throne borne on the shoulders of Shangee.  A small garrison of hideous, four-armed creatures standing on two legs surrounded him and served as his guard.  The tough exterior plating that served as their skin shined pale gray in the light of the sun.  Their faces were terribly deformed, with one of their two eyes at the end of a stalk capable of bending so far around as to look behind them.  Their mouths were gashes in their heads lined with needle-like teeth that moved independently outward and then in, as though dragging food toward the center of its maw.  Four huge pincers clashed together at the end of four arms in a savage, instinctive lust for bloodshed.
 
   Looking back to the battle, the human warriors fought with the strength and cunning born of desperation.  They swelled forward like an ocean wave against the monster armies of the Dark One, cutting off slashing limbs and piercing hardened skin to rend vulnerable flesh.  Mounted cavalry charged forward with lances and drove back the fearsome monsters, at least momentarily, and skewered others too slow to get clear.  It was then Azinon rose to his feet from the far side of the battlefield.  A defeat here was not something he would allow to happen, not when the jewel of his desire shined so close behind his enemy.  Raising both hands to the sky he brought forth his dark power and the sky above turned black as pitch.  Howls rose up around him as the beasts that served as his guard raised their voices in response to their master’s summoning.  From out of the magic-dark sky a green shard of lightning raced toward the earth like a terrible spear of heat and light.  When it touched down, the resulting explosion sent out a circular, concussive wave of force that tore soldiers apart for fifty feet in every direction, hurling men and horses through the air for a hundred feet beyond that.
 
   The armies of the Dark One surged forward through this new hole in the human line of defense, killing mercilessly those who were still as yet too stunned from the fierce blast to fight.  Azinon beckoned yet again and still more of the deadly shafts rained down from the sky.
 
   The paltry magicians who served the Emperor stood at the back of the human forces, pooling their powers in a vain attempt to thwart the deadly shower of dark magic, but to no effect.  By comparison, their feeble powers were more akin to trying to stop a charging bull with a sheet of paper.
 
   Steve became aware of the passing of time then.  Swift and fleeting, the hours raced by in mere moments and abruptly the scene changed.  He was looking inside the castle now.  A haggard emperor and his war council gathered around a circular table in the center of a great chamber.  Judging from the distraught look on each of their faces, the past few hours had not brought good news of the war.  The weary emperor raised his head, his expression showing both sorrow and unlimited concern.  “My daughter?” he asked.
 
   The General to his left replied in a deep and gentle voice.  “She is safely away, Majesty.  By now her escorts have seen her well clear of the catacombs beneath the castle.”
 
   “I want none to know of her whereabouts,” the Emperor said sharply.  “No one!”
 
   “It is as you instructed, Majesty.  Not even you or I have knowledge of where she travels.”  The general’s expression then changed to one of worry as he added, “Please, you must leave the castle now.  The Dark One draws closer--only a small portion of your armies stand between him and the gates.”
 
   The Emperor’s countenance hardened then.  “You would have me run?  Flee like some coward!” he exclaimed incredulously.  “Why should I turn and seek sanctuary when so many have already died--still die--for the sake of the empire.  Nay!  I shall not flee while there are those still upon the battle field who fight in my name!”  He stepped back and drew his sword.  “Let Azinon come!  If he is even half a man, he shall meet me here with his own blade in hand.”
 
   A terrible explosion shook the very foundation of the castle.  The nine members of the war council looked to one another uneasily.  “They have breached the outer walls,” one breathed.  “They are inside the city.”
 
   The lines on the Emperor’s face deepened.  “General Corbett.”  The first man who had spoken raised his eyes to meet his ruler’s solemn gaze.  “You have been both a friend and a valued advisor to me.  I do not wish to order you to a certain death.  I want you to take the others and go to--”
 
   The double doors leading out of the room burst open and three men in military uniforms rushed in.  Again, without knowing how, Steve knew these to be the men charged with seeing the princess safely away.  All three fought to catch their breath from their rapid return from the catacombs, and each wore a look of wild desperation.
 
   A look fell across the Emperor’s face as though he felt his very heart stop in his chest.  “What happened?” he demanded.  “Where is my daughter?”
 
   General Corbett looked on with deep concern, staring at his ruler with eyes that clearly had never seen such an expression cross his features.
 
   The first man dropped to his knees sobbing with grief.  “We have failed you, Your Majesty.  The princess...she is gone!”
 
   “What do you mean ‘gone’?” General Corbett exclaimed suddenly.  “You allowed your princess to be taken by the enemy?”
 
   The sobbing courtier half rose to his feet.  “No, sir!  At least--we do not believe it to be the Dark One who has stolen her away.”
 
   “Then who, by God?!” the Emperor shouted angrily.  “You are uninjured and I see no blood on your swords.  Why did you not fight them?”
 
   “We could not,” the courtier pleaded.  “We were well on our way, deep within the catacombs beneath the palace when a strange white light appeared before us.  It filled the entire passageway ahead and froze the three of us where we stood.”  Puzzlement danced in the eyes of the grief-stricken man and mingled with his fear and shame.  “The princess, she--she spoke to it.  As if it were someone--something--she knew.  We tried to stop her, Your Majesty, but some power held us fast where we stood.  She walked into the light and they both vanished.”
 
   “Who could it have been, if not Azinon?” one of the other war councilors asked aloud.
 
   The Emperor spoke in a low voice, even and constrained.  Steve could almost feel the pent up anger and frustration threatening to burst from the regal man.
 
   “My daughter is gone.  My kingdom is lost.  There is nothing left for me but to fight.”
 
   That same strange mist enveloped the scene as before and obscured everything from view.  Steve opened his eyes slowly, his head sagging; weary with the burden of what he had learned. The Emperor refused to flee, and he was sure the Emperor’s men refused to leave him.  The Memsherar was probably sparing him the sight of the bloodthirsty slaughter that must have happened soon after.
 
   After a few moments of silence the sprite laid a concerned hand upon one of the young man’s fingers.  “Are ya’ awright, lad?”
 
   Steve raised his head after a moment.  He turned and seated himself with his back to the great tree and sighed.  So many lives, he thought to himself.  Then aloud, “Whatever happened to the princess?”
 
   The little man took a seat on the broad, fuzzy leaf of a creeping vine and rested his forearms on his knees.  “Couldn’t tell ya’, really.”
 
   “But I thought—”
 
   “Yea, ah know what ya’ thought,” Jiv cut in.  “The Mem is supposed ta’ know everything a’the past--an’ it does.  But remember what ah said about knowin’ too much?  This happens ta’ be one a’them times.  Fer whatever reason, tis’ somethin’ nobody knows cause the Mem’s not willin’ ta’share.”
 
   Steve did not understand how you could know too much about an event long since relegated to history.  After all, the past could not be altered, only learned from.  He shrugged the idea away.  Pursuing it further with the sprite would hardly convince the Memsherar to show him what it had thus far revealed to no other.
 
   He breathed in the sweet spring scent of the surrounding forest and thought about the significance of what he had learned.  The vision the wood had provided certainly had been informative but he hadn’t quite expected it to be so simple.
 
   “Then again, why look a gift horse in the mouth?” he said rising.
 
   Jiv looked up.  “Say again?”
 
   Steve reached down and his little companion jumped into his open hand.  “Nothing.  Just answering my own question.”  He looked around briefly and then said, “I guess I’m pretty much finished here, aren’t I?”
 
   Jiv executed a rather flamboyant look of disbelief.  “Ya’ don’t mean ta’ be tellin’ me that yer leavin’ so soon?  We’ve scarcely had time ta’ get acquainted!”
 
   “I don’t get it.  What else is there to do?” Steve asked feeling a tad sheepish despite the sprite’s obvious exaggeration of insult.  “I’d like to stay but I really have to be getting back to the camp.  Don’t think me ungrateful; without you, I don’t think I would have ever figured out that whole vision thing.”
 
   Jiv placed one hand on his hip and held the other toward his giant-friend matter-of-factly.  “Now look, lad, Haldorum never said anythin’ about when he would be expectin’ ya’ back, right?”
 
   “Well, I suppose not, but--”
 
   “And ah did help ya find what ya were lookin’ for, right?”
 
   “Yes, you did, but--”
 
   “But wot then?  All ah’m askin’ fer in return is that ya’ scurry with me fer a bit.  We’ll eat, we’ll drink, and ah’ll show ya’ a little bit of what this wood is all about.  It’ll be fun!”
 
   Steve chewed his lower lip, considering the little man’s offer.  He was hungry, and he was certainly still curious about this strange forest.
 
   “Ah’ll even accompany’s ya’ back to yer camp.”
 
   Finally, Steve shrugged.  “Ah, why the heck not?”
 
   Again the two shook hand to finger and Steve started off in the direction the sprite indicated.  During the next hour, Jiv led him to an orchard of wild fruits that were not only delicious but also delightfully new to the taste buds.  Steve picked several of the blue, fist-sized fruits from an umbrella-shaped tree which, when punctured, provided them with sweet nourishment.
 
   “What are these anyway?” he asked wiping his mouth.
 
   “Fruit,” Jiv replied, as if that much should have been obvious.  “None too bad tastin’ are they?  Hey, be careful not ta’ be drinkin’ too much a’the stuff, lad.  I don’t want ya’ crampin’ up on me further on.”
 
   “Further on?  Where are we going?”
 
   An impish grin spread across the little man’s face and he folded his arms neatly across his chest.  “Ah guess ya’ll be findin’ that out soon enough, now won’t ya’?”
 
   Steve looked at him with a good-natured grimace.  Truth be told, secrets had never done anything but arouse his curiosity--especially sneaky ones.  “I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this, Jiv.”  The sprite only giggled mischievously in reply.
 
   Before long, the two of them set off again, Jiv pointing the way.  Steve still did not know where they journeyed to but his tiny guide seemed sure of their path.  He led the young man along the easiest route: around menacing thorn bushes and across dozens of little streams, up mild inclines and through natural tunnels of twisting young growth trees and shrubs.  When at last they emerged from the dense foliage Steve found himself standing before a towering granite cliff face, ageless and worn smooth by the elements.  Jiv motioned off to their right.
 
   Several minutes passed as he paralleled the rock face and then Steve suddenly felt the hairs prickle along the nape of his neck.  He glanced over his shoulder but there was nothing.  Try as he might, however, he found it increasingly more difficult to ignore.  Finally, after the fifth or sixth time, Jiv could keep quiet no longer.
 
   “Just wot is it yer findin’ so interestin’ back there?”
 
   Steve glanced over his shoulder yet again.  “I--I’m not sure.  You don’t feel that?”
 
   The little man paused in his friend’s open palm, scanning the woods with his eyes and ears.  After a minute he shrugged.  “Ah’m feelin’ nothin’.”
 
   Steve stopped and turned then, regarding the direction from which they had come with intense scrutiny.  “It feels like...I don’t know.  It’s kind of like someone is out there.  I can actually feel them watching us.”
 
   “Nah, lad, that’s just the eyes a’ the Mem yer feelin’.  Remember, she’s alive.”
 
   Steve nodded but did not look entirely convinced.  “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”
 
   The two continued for several more minutes before Jiv jumped to his feet in Steve’s hand.  “There be wot we’re lookin’ for!” he exclaimed.  Ahead the sheer wall of the cliff face split in an ugly vertical line, revealing the beginning of a worn and beaten path rising steadily up through the wall of rock and earth, then disappearing around a bend further in.  “This will see us clear to the top,” the sprite explained, anticipation evident in his voice.
 
   Steve regarded the opening skeptically, wondering if whatever lay at the top was going to be worth the climb.
 
   Jiv, seemingly reading the young man’s thoughts in his expression said, “Not to worry.  It’ll be well worth it, lad.”
 
   Steve glanced up one final time, sizing up the task of the ascent.  And then, the motion done without a second thought, he glanced back in the direction he had come once more.  The feeling of being watched refused to abate.  With a sigh, he pressed onward into the fissure.
 
   The afternoon sun lie too far in the west for any of its golden rays to reach them as they moved upward through the rock—though it mattered little; the day was warm and a gentle breeze blew down through the great fissure keeping both adventurers cool, the smell a combination of dusty granite and moist pine.  Their path edged left, and then veered right, continuing upward back and forth as though they were winding their way up the body of a snake, and Steve began to feel the muscles in his legs burn more and more with every step.
 
   Despite the gentle breeze, Steve was sweating with the exertion and wiped the sweat forming on his forehead asking, “Where are we going?”
 
   Jiv pointed up the path.  “That way.”
 
   “Thanks a lot.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.”
 
   Steve shook his head smiling.  It seemed his little companion was intent on keeping his secret exactly that.  All right, he thought, I can wait.  After all, patience is supposed to be a good thing, right?
 
   Together they ascended higher and higher into the fissure.  Another hour passed before the two finally emerged into the open air near the center of the cliff’s plateau—and no one could have been happier about it than Steve.  He wasn’t sure he could have kept up the pace—or progress at all, for that matter—for much longer without a good, long rest.  Ahead of them, the tree line began again, but far less densely populated than the forest below.  To the west, a small range of mountains jutted into the sky and provided welcome shade from the sun the sparsely growing trees here would not have provided on their own.  Jiv urged him onward excitedly into this new region, bringing them to the other side of the plateau to look down upon a broad valley, densely forested like the rest of the Memsherar.  A dozen feet away a wide and fast moving stream sourced by the distant mountains rushed over the side of the steeply sloping rock and down into the heavy forest.  Beyond that, Steve could not trace its exact path through the dense trees on the valley floor but it appeared, he thought, to intersect a clearing a few miles distant.
 
   “Ya’ can put me down here, lad.  We’ve arrived,” the little man said tapping his foot on the young man’s finger.
 
   Steve obliged him and then straightened to gaze once more across the expanse.  “This?” he asked feeling a twinge of annoyance.  “I mean, it’s a great view and all, Jiv, but you brought me all this way for a vista?”
 
   The sprite walked right to the banks of the rushing stream and paused, looking excitedly into the waters; so close, in fact, another half step would see him swept away.  “Not exactly,” he replied.  “Ya’ see that glade far off there?”
 
   Steve peered out across the valley and saw the same, circular clearing of trees he had noticed before.
 
   Jiv pointed to the stream.  “This here leads right to it and will save us the good day’s travel twould have taken us ta’ go around the cliff wall.”  
 
   “What do you mean this will—Jiv!”  Steve dived to save his friend but was too late.  The little man fell backward into the water and vanished over the falls an instant later.  Steve scrambled back to his feet and skidded to a halt at the cliff’s edge screaming his friend’s name.  But to no avail; Jiv was gone.  Frantically Steve’s eyes searched the rim of the cliff from right to left, looking for a way down that might allow him to intercept the sprite somewhere farther down in the valley but that was an option no more tangible than smoke.  He paced back and forth for several seconds, certain only his little friend couldn’t stay above the waters for very long.
 
   There was only one choice to be made.
 
   Still gripping Mr. Martin’s sword firmly in his left hand, Steve landed in the stream with a tremendous splash.  Fighting to shake the water from his eyes, he had just enough time to see the empty expanse of space beyond the waterfall rush up to meet him, and then he was a flailing, plummeting rag doll at the whim of gravity.  He had heard stories of people who fell from great heights before.  In the recollection of every survivor, a common thread: the feeling of falling forever.  And now he knew what they meant.  
 
   Then a terrible thought came to mind.  Although the rapidly approaching bottom might be deep enough to cushion the fall of someone as small as Jiv, it might prove a very different matter for a full size human.  Before Steve could contemplate further, something smooth and solid touch his left hand, followed by his left foot.  The wall of the cliff seemed to reach out, and he could feel it press against his shoulder blades, changing from a sheer drop to a gradually, ever-decreasing slope.  He hurtled down the slick surface of the sharply angled cliff face until it once again became a wide, rapid stream again as it flattened out near the valley floor.
 
   Steve came up sputtering water and struggled to keep himself afloat as he torpedoed through the valley at a frightening speed.  Though smooth, the irregularity of the streambed threw him off balance with its sudden dips and rises and left him to wonder between breaths how Jiv could possibly hope to survive when he himself couldn’t manage to keep his head above water for very long.  More than once, he went under unexpectedly and tumbled beneath the surface as the bottom dropped out, only to rise again as it returned, gasping for air with Mr. Martin’s sword held in a vice-like grip.
 
   Steve saw trees racing by on either side whenever he managed to shake the water from his eyes, but only the fear of finding the sprite’s lifeless body washed up on the riverbank somewhere ahead registered in his mind.  The stream turned sharply left, and then veered right, twisting in and out of the forest growth like a winding mountain expressway.  Then without warning, it dropped at a steep forty-five degree angle.  For the next two-hundred feet Steve descended, gaining speed every second of the way before the racing waterway finally reached the hill’s bottom.  It leveled out with such suddenness the young man disappeared below the waves for the hundredth time before resurfacing a moment later, coughing and sputtering.
 
   Where is he? he thought frantically.  Steve prayed he had not passed the little man somewhere along the way.  He just had to keep his head above the water and his eyes clear or he could very well—
 
   The streambed fell away and Steve kicked wildly as he fell through open air.  He looked down and brought his legs together with both hands wrapped around the hilt of his sword held high above his head.  Steve hit the surface and the brisk waters swallowed him whole with a great splash.  The moment his head went under Steve started kicking for all he was worth, back toward the light of day, dragging his teacher’s sword in one hand.  The weight of it slowed his progress but not enough.  He breached the surface of the lake with a deep inhalation of breath and shook the water from his face.
 
   “Glad ta’ see ya’ could make it, lad.”  The sprite hovered in the air before Steve, supported on each arm by a winged woman no larger than Jiv himself.  “Allows me ta’ introduce ya’.  The lass on my left be Lavari, and this one be Narumi,” he said indicating each with a nod.  “They’re pixies.”
 
   Each of the scantily clad young ladies nodded in turn, their transparent wings beating the air like a hummingbird behind them.
 
   “Glad to meet you,” Steve replied, treading water with some difficulty.  Without another word he started for the nearby shoreline with a modified side stroke.
 
   “Good idea,” Jiv said as Lavari and Narumi carried him away.  “Ah’ll see ya’ on the shore.”
 
   “I’m gonna’ tie you to a bottle rocket,” Steve grumbled as he swam.  He dragged himself up out of the water and collapsed in a soaking heap upon the grass.  Dozens of tiny voices chittered around him but he was too tired even to wonder from whom they came.
 
   “Get back, get back!” he could hear Jiv saying.  “Give the lad a minute to rest.  What?  Oh, I suppose ya’ could swim with a sword that size an’ not be a little tired, right?
 
   Something brushed Steve’s finger.
 
   “Tregali!  This is ardly’ the time ta be molestin’ the lad.  Sheesh!  Take advantage of im’, why don’t ya’?”
 
   Steve’s head perked up in an instant.
 
   “Ha!” Jiv exclaimed.  “Ah thought that’d get ya’ awake!”
 
   Steve glowered at the sprite as he sat up.  The crusted blood that had once coated his sweats was gone now—thanks to his trip down the stream—leaving behind only the heavy dark stains in the material.
 
   Scores of pixies scattered like a flock of birds as the giant shook his head wildly and sprayed water in all directions.  Jiv was the only one to remain where he stood.  He was already dripping wet, so what did it matter?
 
   “If ya’ are quite through sharin’ the experience a’ yer journey,” he said finally, “perhaps ah’ could introduce ya’ ta’ a couple of me friends.”
 
   Steve raised his brow, amazed at the sprite’s nonchalance about the whole episode he had just put him through.  “Jiv, the next time you have a surprise like that in mind, tell me about it first, okay?  You scared the crap out of me!”
 
   “But if’n ah’ did that it wouldn’t be a surprise,” he protested.  He turned and motioned for everyone to gather about.  Pixies from all around came cautiously out of hiding; prepared to scatter at a moment’s notice should another sudden rain befall them.
 
   “Everybody,” Jiv announced, “this be mah friend Steve.”—then to Steve—“Steve, this be everybody.”
 
   He managed an uncomfortable smile and dipped his head to all the tiny people gathered around.  The whole lot of them consisted of females of various body types but all very fit.  Their skin ranged everywhere from slightly pale to cocoa brown, their breasts and hips clad scantily in a cloth that looked like wrapped spider silk.  
 
   The one Jiv had introduced as Lavari flitted up to meet his eyes at head height, her brown skin as smooth as any he had ever seen.  She smiled as she observed him curiously.  “What happened to your clothes?” she asked.
 
   “You mean the blood?” he replied glancing at himself.
 
   A low murmur spread out through the crowd of pixies, and Steve wondered if he had somehow offended them.
 
   “Uh, lad,” Jiv began.
 
   “How did you get blood all over you?” Lavari asked.
 
   “I got into a fight.”
 
   Lavari gasped intrigued.  “A fight?  With whom?  How did it happen?”
 
   “Uh, lad.”
 
   Lavari turned curtly and scowled at the sprite.  “Hush, Jiv!” she said.  She then turned back to Jiv’s giant friend.
 
   This puzzled Steve but he did not comment.  Instead, he just gave the pixie a quick explanation.  “Well, I was running across a field, thinking I was on my way to help someone, when a shangee tripped me up halfway there.”  From all around the pixies pressed in closer as he continued his story.  Jiv stayed where he was, his fingers touching his forehead as he shook his head.
 
   “Its tail was wrapped around my leg and after I cut it away the shangee started screaming.  I used the distraction to kill him before he could return the favor.”
 
   Lavari flitted close and alighted upon his shoulder.  She leaned close to his ear and spoke with true awe in her voice.  “You are very brave to stand against the Dark One’s minions like that.”
 
   Steve’s cheeks felt hot.  “Well, uh, not really.  To be perfectly honest, I was scared senseless.”
 
   “But that is bravery, is it not?” she countered.  “To face danger even though you are frightened.  You did that, and you are brave because of it.”  She paused, her head tilting coyly.  “I like that.”
 
   Steve’s cheeks flushed with color.  For someone so small she was doing an excellent job of unsettling him.  At last, Jiv saw fit to rescue him from his increasing unease.
 
   “Scuse’ us just a minute, won’t ya’, Lavari?”
 
   She glanced one time to Steve, seemingly reluctant to leave but persistent gestures from the other pixies bade her do so.  She flitted away in an acrobatic spiral that would have made a hummingbird proud, and then glided down to the grass where the other tiny beauties surrounded her like sharks in a feeding frenzy.  The chatter was hushed and secretive, interrupted only by sudden bursts of girlish giggles and furtive glances back at Steve.
 
   “Ah don’t think yer’ knowin’ what yer’ getting’ into,” Jiv said when they were safely out of earshot.
 
   Steve didn’t understand what his little friend meant but he had the distinct feeling he was missing something important.
 
   “It’s like this, lad: it takes more than a pretty face to capture a pixie’s attention.  What really gets to em’ is a fella’s prowess—especially as it relates ta the dangerous.  It’s a matter of status, ya’ know what ah’ mean?  Now if ya’ think about it, the pikes—“
 
   “Pikes?” Steve asked.
 
   “Yeah, pikes.  Ya’ know, the males.  Anyway, the pikes can do little more in the Memsherar than hunt and compete with each other, so they’re all pretty much on an even keel when it comes ta’ impressin’ the ladies.”  Jiv paused just then and nodded at the look of dawning understanding spreading across Steve’s face.  “If ya’ don’t stop yer’ story tellin’, Lavari’s goin’ ta’ land ya’.  Not to mention you’ll be ruinin’ any chances a certain young pike ah know might’ve had with the lass.”
 
   “Wait, wait.  Hold on one second.  How can she possibly be interested in me as a mate?  There are certain…” he gestured to the whole of himself with both hands, “anatomical impossibilities when you’re only five inches tall and your boyfriend is a human.”
 
   “Keep yer’ voice down, lad,” the sprite said in a loud whisper.  “Don’t be fergettin’ where ya’ are.  Pixies pull their magic straight from the Mem, and with it she can fix that soon enough.  And Mem forbid she should get wind that yer a wizard-type!  She finds that out and it’s all over.”
 
   Steve shrugged.  “So?  It’s not like I don’t have some say here.  I’ll just tell her I’m not interested.”
 
   Jiv looked like Steve just slapped him and he threw his hands up in alarm.  “Ya’ can hardly be doin’ that, lad!  Not if you don’t want to break her poor little heart and destroy her status among her own people in one fell swoop.  Pixie courtship is a complicated thing.  They pick one male to court—and choose him carefully, they do--and then it’s done.  Then again, if that male does refuse em’—which is unheard of, I might say—they’re social standing among their peers is ruined.  Lavari would be ostracized.  My bet is she’s tellin’ em’ all even now she’s got’er sights on ya’ ta’ keep the others away.”
 
   Steve placed his lower lip between his teeth as he contemplated the sprite’s words.  “Then I guess there’s only one thing to do.  I’ll be keeping my mouth shut now, if it’s all the same to you.”
 
   “Good plan,” Jiv agreed with double thumbs up and a wink.
 
   Together they walked back to the waiting crowd of pixies, and Lavari flitted up and batted her eyelashes girlishly at Steve.  “Tell us more.  We want to hear many things about you,” she stated eagerly.
 
   Steve and Jiv exchanged glances and the little man gave him a knowing nod.  Although he didn’t like it, Steve was prepared to lie if he had to.
 
   “That’s all there is to tell.  You know, now that I think about it, it was mostly luck that I even got out of there alive.”  He smiled and quietly congratulated himself; for it was certainly true enough.  Not all of the truth, but hardly a lie either.
 
   The glimmer in Lavari’s eye, however, did not fade.  “That is all right.  Modesty is a commendable trait in a warrior.  I know many who—“
 
   Just then dozens of tiny winged men burst out of the cover of the wood.  The pixies screamed in unison and they scattered like autumn leaves in the wind from their flying counterparts.
 
   Seeing Steve tense, Jiv held up a cautioning hand.  “Easy, lad.  It be only a game they’re playin’.”
 
   Lavari, however, did not flee.  Indeed, she hovered fixed in the air as a charging pike flew directly toward her.  Noting her strange behavior, the pike slowed steadily until finally stopping altogether with the most bemused expression upon his face.
 
   Wearing only spider silk homespun breeches that covered him from hips to knees, he cocked his head slightly to the side in confusion.  “Are you not going to flee so I may catch you?” he asked.
 
   “I most certainly will not,” Lavari crisply replied and folded her arms.
 
   The pike, momentarily taken aback, narrowed his eyes as he regarded the human standing behind her.  A look of contempt flashed in his countenance that Steve was certain he did not like.
 
   “Him?” the pike said pointing to Steve in disbelief.  “Surely you are not taken with this human?”
 
   She turned her back on the pike to face Steve and a smile crossed her lips.  “Perhaps.”  After a moment, she spun in the air to face the pike again.  “But whether I am or not, it is hardly your concern.”
 
   The pike’s lips pursed in anger and then he flew off without another word.
 
   “This isn’t good,” Jiv muttered.
 
   Steve disregarded his little friend’s remark and instead took the matter up with Lavari.  “Who was that?”
 
   She smiled and settled upon his shoulder once more.  “That was Tippen.  He is only angry because I deny him a kiss—one he has come to expect a little too readily I’d say.”
 
   “Kiss?” Steve asked.  “For what?”
 
   The little pixie’s breath tickled his ear as she laughed.  “The game, silly.  When the pikes return from their hunt they will chase us.  Those they catch will reward them with a kiss.”  She hesitated a moment and then said, “Open your hand.”
 
   Steve looked to Jiv questioningly but the sprite only shrugged.  “All right,” he said at last.
 
   Lavari floated down into his open palm and then gasped in mock surprise.  “Oh my!  You have caught me, and now I must give you what is yours.”  Before Steve could react she darted into the air as quick as a hummingbird and then kissed his cheek affectionately.
 
   The redness filled his cheeks once again, and Jiv’s sudden burst of laughter only embarrassed him all the more.
 
   Steve watched Tippen from afar.  Though the pike did his best to appear unphased whenever his peers flitted by, his gaze was otherwise the picture of envy whenever he spied Lavari showering him with her affections.  For his part, Steve was a pillar of radiated disinterest, deftly deflecting the little pixie’s attempts to talk about him, and even refusing to engage in otherwise idle chitchat.  He looked over with concern to the pike, who kept his distance but never strayed overly far.  During one rare instance when Lavari flew off to converse with her friends, Jiv had elucidated further on the severity of his mistake.  All the pikes had was the hunt, and if Tippen were to roll up all of his successes into a single story it would still pale in comparison to Steve’s encounter with the shangee.
 
   Steve exhaled through puckered lips and puffed out cheeks as he thought about it.  Something had to be done to make this right.
 
   Tippen raised his head, drawn from his musings when he spied Steve walking toward him.  Steve stopped before a large boulder Tippen and several of his friends sat upon.
 
   “You mind if I speak with you?” Steve asked.
 
   Tippen’s mouth twisted in a humorless half-grin.  “Why, human?  Seeking to rub my nose in your victory?”
 
   Steve shook his head once.  “You’ve got me all wrong.  I’m not trying to steal her from you.  Jiv explained your situation to me—the culture of your people—and it was never my intention.  She only likes me because I killed—“
 
   “I know your story!” Tippen hissed.  “We all do.  You are a warrior who fights the minions of the Dark One.  Hoo-ray for the mighty human,” he finished with a flourishing hand gesture.
 
   Steve had to laugh.  “Man, have you got the wrong idea.  I’m not anything like that at all.  That fight happened by accident.  And, if I have any say in the matter, it won’t be repeated.  Now I don’t know if all pikes give up as easily on their girl as you seem to have, but if you feel like taking a break from your little pity party I’d like to help you get her back.”
 
   Tippen’s face went from insulted, to suspicious, to wary in the same number of seconds.  “All right,” the pike said at last.  Without a word, the remaining pikes took to the air, leaving their kinsman to continue the discussion in private.  When they had gone he asked, “So how did you plan to do this?”
 
   Steve wasted no time.  Jiv could be an entertaining fellow but he knew the sprite would not be able to keep Lavari away from him for long.  “Okay, pixies are naturally attracted to those whom have proven themselves, right?”
 
   “That is so.”
 
   “Jiv tells me it confers status.  So what if you were to challenge me to some sort of contest and win?”
 
   Tippen shrugged.  “The right contest would prove my skills to be superior, but I do not see how the two of us could compete since our sizes tip the odds slightly in your favor.”
 
   “True, but Jiv says pixie magic can fix that.”
 
   Tippen’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Why would you do this for me?  She is yours uncontested.”
 
   “Are you kidding me with this?” Steve replied.  “I’m human, I don’t belong here, I already have someone waiting for me back home…take your pick!  Besides, Lavari cares for you, too—I can tell just by the way she talks about you.”
 
   “Did care for me,” Tippen corrected.
 
   “Does,” Steve corrected right back.  “She is only following the tradition set by your ancestors—and a very lame one it is, I might add.”
 
   Tippen was shaking his head.  “It is the way of our people.  She must select the male who will bring the most distinction to her family—which would have been me, but now it is you.”
 
   “Not if you compete with me.”
 
   “And why should I do that?”
 
   Steve struck the boulder with the palm of his hand because slapping the stubborn pike would have probably killed him.  “Damn it, why the hell do you think?  Because she cares about you, and you for her!  But, you know what, you’re right; if you are willing to just roll over the moment things get tough then perhaps you never deserved her to begin with.”  The pike stared straight ahead but his brow furrowed at such a thought.  Steve could see he had the little pike on the cusp, and he pressed the point.  “You and I can turn this whole thing around without breaking with your tradition.  Jiv told me everything.  If you compete with me in a test of strength and skill, and win, then that would show Lavari and all the others that you are a more worthy man than I.”
 
   Tippen looked up to where Lavari stood speaking with the sprite and then to the rest of his clan in turn.  The sullenness faded from his features then, replaced by hope and determination and his gaze met Steve’s own with resolve.  He nodded slowly, a slight smile on his lips.  “I have to admit, I never thought much of humans before today.  But you are right; I have to fight for her.”
 
   Steve’s mouth split in an ear-to-ear grin.
 
   “But there is one stipulation to our contest,” Tippen added.  “Anything with a predetermined outcome is no victory at all.  Therefore you must swear to do your utmost to defeat me.”
 
   Steve’s smile faded just like that.  “You sure you want me to swear to that?”
 
   Tippen nodded.  “You have proven yourself honorable, so if you give me your word I will believe you.”
 
   Steve’s plan hinged on his making a good show of it, and then taking a dive at a critical point in the contest.  If he gave his word, he would have no choice but to try his best, but if he didn’t there would be no convincing Tippen to compete.
 
   Reluctantly, Steve nodded.  In the end there was no other choice.  “Agreed.”
 
   Tippen rose to his feet and brushed the dust off his backside.  “You may be a human, but I know you will keep your word.  If it were otherwise, you would not attempt to help me in the first place.”  He paused then.  Swallowing his pride he added, “For that I am grateful to you.”
 
   Steve shook hand to finger with the pike and smiled.  “It’s the least I can do for a friend.”
 
   Tippen’s smile matched Steve’s own.  “Friends,” he agreed.
 
   Steve stood beside one of the great trees of the forest and listened carefully to Jiv’s instructions.
 
   “Now when Lavari starts workin’ her magic ya’ve got ta’ place your hands on the tree and the Mem will do the rest.  The wood has no power to do this unless yer willing.  Got it?”
 
   Steve gave a quick nod.  “Got it.”  Though he was supposed to be a wizard, the idea of magic—particularly used on him—made his palms sweat.
 
   “All right, it’s going ta’ be a foot race along the shores a’ the lake—no flying.”  Tippen nodded his agreement, this last obviously meant for him.  “There are several obstacles in yer way and it’ll be up ta’ ya to navigate around or through em’ as best ya’ can.  Ta the other side and back, got it?”
 
   “Got it,” Steve nodded again.  Both he and Tippen had agreed upon this event because it would require cunning, speed, and agility in order to win; three key characteristics every pixie looked for in her choice for a mate.  Should Tippen emerge the victor, it will show Lavari the pike is every bit the man she believes Steve himself to be.
 
   “All right, lass,” Jiv said stepping back, “he’s all yours.”
 
   Lavari stepped forward, her hips swaying sensuously as she approached, and Steve swallowed hard as she began weaving her hands in the air before him.    Steve turned and placed his hands squarely on the tree and then a brief sensation of vertigo washed over him.  He expected there to be a flash of light, or a strange sound...
 
   “Ya’ can open yer eyes now, lad.”
 
   Steve remained with his eyes shut a moment more, but then slowly peeked one eye open, then the other.  Jiv was there, and standing nearly as tall as himself.
 
   “Say, lad, ya’ don’t look half bad.  Ya’ coulda’ made a alfway’ decent sprite, if ah do say so meself.”
 
   Steve looked himself over cautiously.  “Well I’ll be a son-of-a-gun,” he remarked amazed.  The trees were impressively huge when he stood his full height, but now he looked around open-mouthed at the sheer gigantic proportions of absolutely everything around him.  The nearby lake now seemed more a sea, and the waterfall reminded him of Niagara.  
 
   “It worked.”
 
   “Course it did,” Jiv said clapping him on the shoulder.
 
   Clearly, Jiv was not the only one pleased with his new size.  Lavari stepped forward as she looked him up and down and smiled more than a little seductively.  Tippen looked on envious and, to be honest, Steve was somewhat glad for it.  If all went well, the pike’s jealousy would fuel his spirit and drive him not only to victory, but into the direct line of sight of Lavari’s attentions.
 
   Before the young pixie could do anything to embarrass him, Steve clapped his hands and rubbed them together saying, “So what say we get this show on the road?”
 
   “Agreed,” Tippen said.
 
   A cloud of pixies and pikes followed them to the water’s edge and all watched anxiously as human and pike took their places at the start.
 
   “Prepare!” Jiv exclaimed suddenly.
 
   Steve and Tippen crouched down, lowering their centers of gravity, Steve touching his hands to the ground.  With muscles tensed, they waited.
 
   And then he felt it again.  Steve felt from somewhere behind him the unmistakable sensation of eyes watching him, and they were close.  A quick glance over his shoulder revealed nothing, but the proximity told him they were decidedly non-human.  He pushed the thought from his mind, for he had not time for it now.
 
   Everyone went silent as the sprite slowly brought his hand into the air.  With a swift downward chop he shouted, “Go!”
 
   A cheer erupted as the two sprinted away.  At Steve’s normal size the grass was nothing more than a fine carpet.  Now he ran in a sea of green stalks a hand span wide and reaching past his knees.
 
   They raced together side-by-side, dead even as they approached the first set of obstacles: three horizontal logs lying across their path and thick enough to reach as high as their thighs.  Tippen met this obstacle with agility, hurtling each log in turn without slowing.  Steve, however, met it with cunning.  He jumped on top of the first log and jumped again for all he was worth, clearing the remaining two and landing several paces in the lead.  Those pixies and pikes rooting for him gave a great cheer but Lavari herself looked concerned rather than jubilant.
 
   Steve hated to do it, but Tippen insisted on his word to do his best.  
 
   Ahead a wide, knee-deep channel cut across their path, fed from the lake on their left.  Tramping through the shallow water would take far too much time, so Steve decided to jump this obstacle as well.  He surged forward, sprinting for the momentum to carry him across, then tripped on the vine cleverly hidden in the grass and tumbled instead headlong into the channel.  The very same line caught Tippen at the ankle and he somersaulted into the chill waters right behind Steve.  Human and pike regained their feet and erupted out of the water together, dripping wet and flustered by the unexpected plunge.
 
   Steve paused to wipe his hand across his face from forehead to chin; and Tippen unhurriedly did the same, throwing in a shake of his translucent wings to boot.  Human and pike couldn’t help but chuckle at first, then their mirth quickly escalated until together they laughed—not just at the plunge, but at the sorry circumstances and expectations that brought them to this point to begin with.
 
   “Okay,” Tippen said finally gaining some measure of his composure back.  He crouched low and then said, “One.”
 
   Steve nodded and took a runner’s start position in the shallow channel.  “Two.”
 
   “Three!” they shouted together.
 
   “There they are!” Lavari exclaimed.
 
   Steve and Tippen scrambled up the sandy wall of the opposite bank and raced toward the next obstacle plainly visible to them in the distance.
 
   “What took them so long?” she asked.  Jiv shrugged noncommittally.
 
   Their breathing came more labored now; solid, rhythmic breaths in cadence with their pace.
 
   “See you at the finish line, pike,” Steve taunted between breaths.
 
   Tippen smiled amidst his exertion.  “Try not to keep me waiting long, human.”
 
   Steve grinned.  Judging by how easily his friend spoke, the pike probably had better cardio than he did.
 
   Together they had nearly reached the next obstacle, balance beams, when a full-sized human stepped out from the wood and planted his boot down firmly in front of the pair, bringing them both to a skidding halt.  An older looking man, he sported long ashen hair and tough leather armor covering his brown tunic and trousers.  Most telling of all was the painted red moon over his right breast.
 
   “Soldiers!” Tippen hissed.  “A servant of the Dark One; but how can he be here?”
 
   Behind them, pixies and pikes scattered into the air as more men rushed out of the wood.  The soldiers snared a few of the Pixish folk in the nets they carried and stuffed them quickly into sacks.  Some pikes and pixies flew for safety over the lake but several large crows swooped out of the sky in pursuit.  Trained by Azinon’s men, the birds herded the smaller winged folk back toward the beach.
 
   “How convenient,” the first soldier remarked on Steve’s present size.  “Much easier than I thought.”  His large calloused hand reached down but Steve and Tippen were already moving.  The pike soared upward and then disappeared into the canopy while Steve ran and dived into the lake.
 
   The man turned up his head and laughed.  “And just where are you going, tiny man?”  He waded in after and plucked Steve out of the water with ease.  “Yes,” he said satisfactorily, “very convenient.”
 
   The man’s strength was a thousand times Steve’s own but that did not stop the young man from punching and kicking at anything he could reach.  The soldier only threw back his head and laughed again, coarse and booming at his captive’s futile attempts.  “Are you trying to tickle me, boy?  If it’s pain you are after, perhaps I can show you how it is done.”  Curling his index finger and thumb of his free hand together, he prepared to flick the young man in the head.  Steve held up his hands defensively, knowing such a blow at his present size could very well crack his skull.
 
   “Does this tickle, human?”
 
   The leather-armored man looked up just as Tippen dive-bombed the point of broken twig through his eye.  The soldier screamed in pure agony and outrage, his hands releasing Steve as they covered his face.  Steve hit the water and then made for the shore as fast as his tiny arms and legs would carry him.  The leather-clad giant continued to scream, churning the water with his staggering footfalls as the blood flowed freely between his fingers.
 
   “To the trees!” Tippen shouted.  “The Memsherar can restore you!”
 
   Steve climbed to his feet as he reached the shore and sprinted to the nearest tree.  He placed both his hands squarely against the trunk muttering, “Now, would be a good time.”  The upward surge of vertigo lasted but an instant and he was once more his full height.
 
   The soldier pulled the thin branch from his eye with a terrible howl and whirled, staring with unmitigated hatred with his one good eye remaining.  He unleashed a wild cry of rage as he drew forth the two foot long-knife at his side and charged.  Steve retreated to the far side of the tree and maneuvered from left to right as the glistening blade darted after him.
 
   “Coward!” the man shrieked angrily.  “Come out and fight me, you son of a nameless whore!”  He dodged left, attempting to circle around but the young man was quicker.
 
   Steve remained oddly calm, thinking the man’s insult ironic.  An armed, professional soldier against an unarmed, eighteen year-old high school senior; yeah, I can see how that makes me a coward.  He glanced up then and jumped, breaking off a stout tree branch overhead just as the enraged soldier stepped into view.  The blade swung outward and Steve jumped back, holding the branch before him defensively like a club in both hands.
 
   Unseen from above, Tippen dropped out of the sky like a ray of light.   He zipped straight to the back of the man’s head and then, gathering up two fistfuls of dingy hair, pulled with all his might.  The unexpected diversion interrupted the soldier’s attack and Steve leaped forward with a baseball bat swing to his stomach.  The man doubled over and threw Tippen forward, the little pike barely managing a controlled crash and roll into the grass.  Steve then raised his weapon high and dropped the soldier with a blow to the back of the head.  
 
   Tippen was back in the air in a moment. “If I can reach my bow I will be of more use.  The arrows are laced with sleep poison.”
 
   “Do what you can,” Steve replied, taking up the soldier’s long-knife.  Tippen soared back into the protection of the canopy as Steve hefted the blade experimentally, eyes straight ahead.  “And I will too.”
 
   Dozens of pikes and pixies—and one sprite—caught unawares and unarmed, struggled futilely within rough leather satchels while still other of the winged folk were herded back toward the other soldiers by the swooping crows.  One man smiled as he stuffed yet another pike into his bag, thinking on the handsome price these winged prizes would garner on the market block.
 
   Steve moved quickly and silently from tree to tree as he approached one of Azinon’s men from behind.   He drew within ten feet, however, and another soldier stepped out, startling them both.  The second soldier nearly dropped the silver rapier he carried in his right hand; the very blade Steve left behind on the shore before the race.  Seeing the young adversary, the soldier drew it forth from its scabbard with a menacing scowl but handled the unfamiliar blade awkwardly.
 
   “Careful, boy,” he warned.  Two of his companions moved up behind Steve and pressed closer—but not unnoticed.  “We have orders to take you alive if we can; but dead is just as good.”
 
   Steve glanced quickly left and right and found himself effectively surrounded.  He doubted he could defeat all three without a better weapon than a redcrest knife in his hands.
 
   “Unpleasant dreams, dark slave!”  Tippen unleashed a bolt from his bow and struck one of the soldiers standing behind his human friend square in the throat.  The wound was hardly a mortal one, given the toothpick-sized arrow, but the man blinked several times and then dropped to the ground as though stricken dead in his tracks.
 
   So effective was the pike’s diversion, the soldier holding the rapier never even saw the attack coming.  Steve smacked Mr. Martin’s blade aside with his long-knife and charged inside the soldier’s defense.  A solid knee to the groin elicited a painful grunt and Steve followed through with a butt strike of his knife against the man’s jaw.  He then shifted the long-knife to his left hand and took back Mr. Martin’s sword with his right from the knee-buckled and half-conscious opponent.  He then turned and faced his final adversary.
 
   The two men rushed together and blades clashed in a series of attacks and parries from both sides.  Steve pressed his advantage of reach with the rapier and used the sword-knife for defense.  The improvised style soon proved too much and Steve’s blade slashed the man’s shoulder but the leather armor spared him the worst of the blow.
 
   The soldier back-stepped clutching his free hand over the minor wound with a curse.  Lips pulled back, baring his teeth in rage, he then charged forward with a wild cry just as a second bolt left Tippen’s bow.  The tiny shaft struck home and the soldier’s charge turned instead to a stagger, then he hit the ground, skidding to an unconscious stop at Steve’s feet.
 
   “Behind you!” Tippen shouted.
 
   The crystal around Steve’s neck flared like a miniature sun and he moved.  Guided by an unseen hand, Steve ducked and whirled under the horizontal slash that would have torn through his neck.  The edge of the rapier whirled with him, biting through the flesh of the soldier’s leg behind him and severing the tendons clean away.  
 
   Steve stood straight as the light of the crystal faded, leaving the soldier writhing in pain on the ground, his mind only now processing what happened after the fact.
 
   “You are a wizard!” Tippen exclaimed.  “By the Third!  You possess magic!”
 
   Or magic possessed me, he thought unnerved.   Even so, whatever had happened, it had undoubtedly just saved his life.
 
   “Use your talisman, wizard.  Strike our enemies down!”
 
   Steve did not know what to say to that.  He had no time to explain the magic—his magic—was wholly uncontrolled, and skill and plain dumb luck would just have to suffice for a little while longer.  Without a word he turned and sprinted for the remaining two soldiers still standing. 
 
   These two men looked up and dropped their ill-gotten prey simultaneously as Steve charged.  They had little time to react, but each rolled away in opposite directions from the surprising attack and returned to their feet with weapons drawn.
 
   Steve winced and rubbed at his eyes with the heel of his knife hand, trying to shake the sudden haze threatening his concentration.  It was those eyes again, watching, observing, getting closer.  And fast.
 
   He backed away defensively, trying to clear his head as the two soldiers separated and circled around.  Steve knew his life depended on his ability to think clearly and he couldn’t afford a distraction like that again.  Whatever had saved him before may not be there to do it a second time.
 
   Closer.
 
   “Give it up, boy,” one of them said.  “You don’t want to die, and you are worth more to us alive anyway.”
 
   Tippen appeared from behind a tree with his bowstring pulled to his cheek.  He nearly released but a crow swooped down and forced him into a dive for cover.  The pike banked and then climbed, fleeing to the treetops with the large bird close behind.
 
   Closer.
 
   The two soldiers advanced from opposite sides and pressed in on their cautiously retreating bounty.  The second soldier pursed his lips then and whistled.  Two crows cawed loudly in reply, then swooped down on the young man from above with claws outstretched.  Steve swung his blade wildly; retreating and shielding his eyes as best he could but barely able to see enough to do either.
 
   In the midst of his confusion and near-blindness, a monstrous roar set Steve to a panic.
 
   “Look out!” he heard one of the soldiers shout.  Something massive and white flashed out of the corner of the young man’s vision.  Abruptly, the assaulting crows relented and he risked a brief glance skyward.  There now a single crow remained, peaking in its climb, and then diving yet again for him.  Steve lined up his attack and three feet of steel cut the air with a whisper, severing the black bird diagonally.
 
   Steve felt those eyes again, pressing on him like a physical weight; so close it set his skin to tingling.  His face paled at the sound of a deep, slow growl behind him.  He turned cautiously and beheld a massive beast, the rumble of its throat muffled by the prey it still held in its jaws.  A tiger, unnaturally large and savagely beautiful, with a rippling torso covered by a coat of white fur with black stripes; in its jaws, the corpse of the second crow, the blood turning its furry white chin crimson.  The pupils in its glacier-blue eyes dilated as it regarded the young man with unusual intelligence.  
 
   Steve chanced a look to the side and noted the two remaining soldiers were nowhere to be seen, their courage seemingly fled in the presence of the magnificent beast.  
 
   The tiger regarded him silently for a moment and then placed the carcass of the bird down on the grass, pushing it once with his nose toward him.  Though he didn’t know how, Steve sensed—or rather heard—the very thoughts of this creature as it offered a share of the kill as a gift.  
 
   Steve held out his hand and the order of his life began to take shape in his mind, coming together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and he suddenly realized this one piece had been missing; this animal—this part of him—had been missing his whole life.  He now fully understood the true reason he had come to the Memsherar.  
 
   “It was you, wasn’t it?” Steve asked.
 
   The tiger moved closer to the youth and licked the outstretched hand with a coarse tongue.  Steve slowly dropped to his knees and stroked the thick, soft fur of the beast’s head and neck.  If he weren’t so utterly amazed by it all he would have laughed.
 
   “You were looking for me.  You were drawn here to find me just as I was supposed to find you.”
 
   “Wizard!”
 
   Tippen! he remembered suddenly.  Steve had almost forgotten about the pike, and from the sound of his little friend, the crow was pressing him hard in pursuit.
 
   The tiger’s lips pulled back over ivory white fangs as the bird and pike came into view.  Before Steve could utter a word, the magnificent animal sprang into the air.  The crow squawked in surprise and tried to evade but too late.  The deadly maw of the tiger closed around its body and crushed the life out in an instant.  The great white beast landed nimbly on all fours and spat the feathered carcass out on the ground.
 
   Tippen flew back around, careful to avoid the monstrous cat, and lighted upon Steve’s shoulder, his chest heaving with the exertion of the chase.  “Your doing?” he asked, gesturing toward the tiger with his bow.
 
   “No,” Steve replied.  “Not even close.”
 
   “Lad!  Lad, is that you?  Well, ah’ll be dipped in fairy dust, ya’ sound like yer okay to me!  Get us out a’ere!”
 
   Steve went to the first satchel and laid it on its side.  A couple of tugs and the drawstrings loosened.  Jiv immediately scrambled out and nearly fell over backwards when he saw the tiger.  “Woah, lad!  Friend a’ yers, I hope?”
 
   The tiger turned from its kill and regarded the little man with nothing but curiosity, but the sprite took two steps back under that gaze all the same.
 
   Steve nodded.  “He is now.  Don’t ask me how I know, but he’s a friend.”
 
   Jiv rubbed at his chin wide-eyed and clearly wary.  “Amazin’!”
 
   “Wizard,” Tippen said tugging futilely at the drawstrings of another bag.  “Your assistance, please.”   Steve laughed and happily went to his friend’s aid.
 
   Jiv sat in the palm of Steve’s hand.  “Look at em’, lad,” he said with a pleased smile.
 
   Human and sprite watched from the shoreline as the winged people cheered and swooped and dived around the bonfire—the size of a small cook fire compared to Steve—in hearty celebration.  The soldiers, stripped of their weapons and armor, were long since driven from the forest by wild boars, friends of the tiny people.
 
   The moon above shined down through the treetops and cast pale spires of eerie light upon the two of them.  Steve turned his eyes from the night sky and stroked the thick fur of the tiger lying beside him with his free hand.  The big cat growled contentedly.
 
   “They’re excited about havin’ somethin’ so very new ta’ talk about.” Jiv finished.
 
   “Certainly beats any hunting story they’ve got so far,” Steve agreed.  “They all seem to see each other as ‘better’ people for the experience.  Like they all went up in rank or something.”
 
   The sprite lounged back on his elbows in his friend’s palm and turned his eyes upward.  Changing the subject he said, “I’m kinda’ curious as ta’ why yer still here.  Ah said ah’d accompany ya’ back—and ah still will—but what are ya’ waiting for?”  He glanced briefly to the big cat and back again.  “Ya’ already found what ya’ was lookin’ for.”
 
   Steve scratched between the tiger’s ears and thought sullenly how this magnificent animal was one of the few things he had encountered on this world that had not tried to kill him on sight.  First Azinon, then the Shangee, then hired soldiers.  He wondered how many more “problems” he would run into before finally getting home.  He fingered the crystal through the bloodstained cloth of his sweatshirt as he remembered the feeling of helplessness when…whatever it was, had taken control of him.  The magic of the crystal had saved his life but, by that same token, if not for being given the crystal his life never would have needed saving in the first place.
 
   Turning his attention back to the subject at hand, Steve looked to his little friend and forced a smile.  “I need to hang around a little longer.  I just want to see how things turned out.”
 
   “Ahhh,” Jiv said with a knowing nod.
 
   Steve nodded with him.  “They’ve been talking for some time now.”
 
   As though on cue, Tippen and Lavari walked from the shadows hand-in-hand.  The pixie’s hair was slightly mussed and she had a peculiarly light air about her.  Both were smiling and Steve knew already that Tippen had good news.
 
   The tiger sniffed the air at their approach and Steve settled him with a thought.  He didn’t understand the bond between them, this ability to communicate by thought alone, he just simply accepted it for now.  He would have time to sort through the how and why of it later.  To the pike and pixie he said, “I take it you two are a happening thing.”
 
   Neither understood the colloquialism, but the context was clear enough.
 
   “We are a…happening thing,” Tippen answered.  “Lavari has asked me to be her life mate, and I have accepted.  We thought you should know first.”
 
   Steve inclined his head slightly toward them.  “I am honored that you would think of me before your own.”
 
   “Oh, Steve,” Lavari said with such affection, as though speaking to a lifelong family friend.  She left Tippen’s side and flitted up to kiss his cheek.  “To us, you are our own.  Were it not for you our brothers and sisters would be suffering a fate worse than death even now.”
 
   “Yes,” Steve agreed.  “But if Tippen had not saved me—twice, no less—I never could have done it.  We saved each other, and as a team we were able to save you all.”
 
   Steve knew what they had gone through spoke far more for Tippen’s bravery and skill than any competition between the two of them ever could.
 
   Lavari returned to the forest floor and rejoined Tippen at his side.  They kissed, and Tippen looked once again to his friend.  “Where will you go now?  What will you do?”
 
   Steve glanced briefly in the general direction of Haldorum’s camp.  “I think it’s time to go home.  In the morning, I’ll go back to the man who brought me here.  I’m sure he’ll see to my travel arrangements.”
 
   It was Tippen who flew up to him then.  He shook hand to finger with Steve and said, “If ever you come by this way again, I want you to know that you are forever welcome here.  What you did for me—aside from what you did for us all—is something few men would have done in your place.  The Pixish are in your debt.  If you ever need us, we will answer your call.”  He returned to Lavari’s side and then together they walked away.
 
   “Hey, you two!” Steve called after them.  “Make sure your kids know who their god-uncle is.”
 
   Tippen laughed and called back, “Not only that, but we shall name our first born after you!”
 
   Steve waved as they walked away and into the firelight around which the other pixies and pikes continued their celebration
 
   After a moment, Jiv turned scratching his head and said, “I feel sorry for the whelp if it turns out ta’ be a girl.”
 
   The following day dawned bright and clear.  A lazy breeze drifted through the camp, bringing with it a slight smell of moist pollen that sweetened the air around them.  The horses perked their ears to the wind, listening curiously to the men before them as they practiced the lyrics to an unusual song amongst themselves.
 
   “No, no, listen to what I say,” Scott interrupted.  “It’s ‘doo wah ditty, ditty dum ditty doo’.”
 
   Haze scratched his beard in question at the strange language and adjusted so he sat legs crossed before him.  “Scott, these words.  What do they mean?”
 
   “They don’t mean anything.  It’s just a part of the song that makes it kind of catchy.”
 
   “But surely they have a meaning,” Lurin insisted.
 
   Scott slapped his forehead with the butt of his hand and Haldorum smiled from across the way.  
 
   “Trust me, guys, there is no meaning.  They’re just words in the song.  This is an Earth song, I’m from Earth, I know what I’m talking about.  Okay?  Now, do you both know when to come in?”  The warrior and woodsman each nodded, though uncertainly.  “All right then, you guys are the backup.  You sing when I give you the sign.  A one, and a two…there she was, just a walkin’ down the street singin’…”  He pointed to them.
 
   Haze and Lurin chimed in, their words choppy but credible, “Doo wah dit-ty, dit-ty dum dit-ty doo!”
 
   “Just a walkin’ along and a shufflin’ her feet singin’…”
 
   “Doo wah dit-ty, dit-ty dum dit-ty doo!”
 
   The three of them burst out with triumphant laughter and Haldorum, too, found himself laughing at their strangled success.
 
   “It is a strange music,” Haze said still chuckling.  “But I think I like it.”
 
   Haldorum crossed over to where they sat around the ashes of last night’s fire and took a seat between Scott and Lurin.
 
   “Wizard!” Lurin welcomed.  “You must join us in this.  These Earth songs are very intriguing.”
 
   “Yeah,” Scott said in agreement.  “One more voice and we’ll have ourselves a regular quartet.”
 
   Haldorum smiled but shook his head.  “No, but thank you.”  His expression looked slightly pensive, and it caused the others to quell their merriment a bit.  “Steven is on his way back,” he said.
 
   The three of them rose together and Scott dusted off his sweats with a sigh.  His sweats certainly didn’t look anywhere near as bad as Steve’s, but all the magic in the world wasn’t going to help him get the grass and dirt stains out.
 
   “So do you have some idea what he did out there?” he asked.
 
   The lines around Haldorum’s eyes deepened, making him appear much older just then.  “I do not know for certain.  My senses cannot permeate the Memsherar.  But when Steve emerged from it I felt the presence of two others with him.”
 
   Haze’s hand drifted to the hilt of his longsword.  “Enemies?”
 
   Haldorum paused a moment, looking beyond them to another place.  “No,” he said at last.  “He is with friends.  Whatever occurred, he was successful, but I am afraid I can see no more than that.”
 
   Haze removed his hand from the pommel and let it fall back to his side, Scott breathing a sigh of relief at his side.  When Haldorum had first told them where Steve had gone, Scott had argued it for the better half of an hour.  The idea of either one of them going out alone when things like the shangee were lurking about was ludicrous to him.  But in the end, the old wizard had won out.  Scott was just going to have to wait until his friend had returned.
 
   “So how long before he gets here?” Scott asked.
 
   Lurin tapped him on the shoulder and pointed off to his left.  “Three seconds, give or take.”
 
   Scott followed the woodsman’s finger and spotted Steve trudging into the camp.  Close on his heels, a massive white tiger with black stripes, thick set and powerfully built with a tiny man seated casually between its ears.  The little man wore a green tunic and trousers fashioned remarkably—amazingly enough—out of what looked to be leaves.
 
   The sprite, however, was merely a blip on his attention span, the tiger dominating the scene.  “Where did he get that?” Scott breathed in a voice barely above a whisper.  The big cat at his friend’s heels was unusually large, even as tigers go, and with Steve standing at six feet, three inches the animal’s shoulders still reached as high as his hips.
 
   “Hi,” Steve said with a short wave.
 
   Of the four standing before him, Haldorum seemed the only one at ease in the tiger’s presence.  He approached Steve and stopped only a few feet away.
 
   “I must say, Steven,” Haldorum said quirking an eyebrow, “I assumed your experience would be different, but I never anticipated just how much so.  This is certainly a surprise.”
 
   “Not nearly as surprised as ee’ was,” Jiv piped in with a thumb jab in the young man’s direction.
 
   Steve, having forgotten his little friend in the silence leading to camp, quickly introduced the sprite.  “Oh yeah, everybody, this is Jiv.  Jiv, this is Scott, Haldorum, Haze and Lurin.”
 
   “Pleased ta’ meet ya’ all,” Jiv said heartily.
 
   Haldorum inclined his head toward him.  “As are we to meet you, friend sprite.  Not often do I get to meet the denizens of the Memsherar.”
 
   Scott said nothing, preferring to continue staring wide-eyed at the tiger.
 
   Steve followed his gaze and then shrugged.  “I had thought I’d found what I was looking for early on, but it turns out this fellow here is who I was looking for the whole time.”
 
   Scott snapped his head up and looked his friend in the face.  “You don’t just walk in someplace and make friends with a tiger.”
 
   Steve laughed.  “You wouldn’t think so, would you?”  Then, more seriously, “I didn’t think about a lot of things until I came here.”
 
   “And what are you thinking now?” Haldorum asked.
 
   Steve took a slow breath and squared his shoulders.  “I think I don’t belong here,” he said levelly.  “I thought about this all the way back from the forest.”  His eyes narrowed.  “You knew about those men in the forest, didn’t you?”
 
   “I knew,” Haldorum replied.
 
   “What men?” Scott asked, glancing back and forth between them.  
 
   “Then why did you let me go?”
 
   “Because, Steven, the Memsherar would not have allowed them to cross her borders if they were not meant to be there.  It is my guess they were to help you discover something inside yourself.”
 
   Steve pursed his lips with anger in his eyes.  “Your guess?  I was nearly killed twice out there, and you guess?  If it wasn’t for a certain pike I befriended I wouldn’t even be here now.”
 
   “I never had any doubts you would return,” Haldorum said apologetically.
 
   “Well, I sure as hell did!”  Steve paused a moment, hearing the volume of his own voice.  After a moment he said more calmly, “Look, it’s just I’m not used to having my life threatened several times a day—and I’m not a big fan of someone who purports to be a friend knowing about it.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Scott said perplexed.  “Somebody jumped you out there?”
 
   Steve nodded.  “Yeah, several somebodies.  I met a race of little people called pixies and pikes—like Jiv here, only they had wings.  If it wasn’t for my friend Tippen I would have been hamburger.”
 
   Scott glanced in the direction of the forest as though he were trying to visualize the tiny people his friend spoke of.  He looked back again saying, “So what happens now?”
 
   Steve’s eyes locked on the wizard’s own and he nodded once.  “We go home.”  Haldorum started to speak but Steve cut him off.  “No ifs, ands, buts, or maybes.  Haldorum, don’t you get it?  This world isn’t for me.  I’ll admit, I used to relish the idea of having some sort of magical powers and living in a faraway kingdom and fighting evil monsters.  But I was seven years old.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he continued, “but I can’t trust you.  You claim you’re looking for an ally but you’ve treated me like a pawn.  Everything that means anything to me is on Earth: my friends, my family…my whole life.”
 
   Haldorum was silent for a time.  He looked into Steve’s eyes, who reflected confusion, fear, and longing back at him.
 
   “I see,” he said at last.  Lurin looked as though he wished to speak but Haldorum silenced him with a gesture.  To Steve he said, “What of your familiar?”
 
   “My what?  Oh.“  Steve glanced down at the tiger, a look of profound disappointment on his face.  The tiger nudged him affectionately and Steve patted the powerful beast on one shoulder.  “He was born in the wild; I think he should stay there.”  He lifted his chin then and inhaled deeply.  “Scott and I will make up some story to explain to Mr. Martin.  I’m sure he’s wondering what happened to both his students and his heirloom.  We’ll just have to play everything else by ear.”
 
   “What will you do?” Haldorum asked.  “Azinon will not give up his pursuit of you.  Not so long as you threaten his power here.”
 
   Steve reached up behind his neck and unfastened the clasp to the pendant.  He took the old wizard’s hand and placed it firmly in his open palm.  “Here,” he said.  “This should have been given to you in the first place.  You’re the one with real power here.  Maybe this will help you add to it.”
 
   Haldorum opened his mouth to speak, but could not find the words, then looked about to try again but Steve shook his head.
 
   “If Azinon wants this so badly then he’ll have to go through a real wizard to get it now.  Judging by the pounding he gave me the last time we met, I’m guessing you could give him a better fight.”
 
   Haldorum smiled sadly and then said, “Yes, I suppose I could.”  He tucked the pendant away inside his robe and turned away.  Holding his hands outstretched before him, he focused his will in a narrow line and poured forth the magic to give it shape.  A glowing blue, vertical seam appeared in the air and as the wizard’s hands slowly parted the seam widened into a glowing rectangular doorway in the fabric between worlds.
 
   Haldorum turned back and, though clearly saddened, he smiled again and shook Steve’s hand.  “Your return trip will be less exciting than your arrival.”
 
   Steve huffed once through his nose with a half smile.
 
   Scott edged closer to the portal and waved a hand through.  When he felt nothing, he held his breath and stepped in, immediately disappearing from view.
 
   Steve waited a few moments and then darted away to vanish within the glowing reaches of the portal.  The tiger bounded for the doorway after him but Haldorum sealed the rift, and it was gone.
 
   
  
 

Chapter V
 
   Scott walked down the halls of Federal Way High School, his eyes scanning the crowd.  At lunchtime the halls were always congested with half the student body lingering in one place or another, and today was no exception.  Scott maneuvered through the throngs of students, turning his shoulders and sidestepping with practiced ease.
 
   Though he searched all the same, it was unlikely he would find his friend amongst the busy crowd.  After traversing the length of the main hall without success, which cut through the entire school, he turned out of the stream of bodies and then up the stairs to the one remaining area he had yet to rule out: the English department.
 
   It had been a full week since the two of them had returned from Mithal and, since day one, Steve had been unsuccessful in getting through to Amy.  At first, it had seemed a small matter; after all, a day or two without answer to her cell was atypical but no cause for concern.  But that was when he believed she would get his message and return his call.  As the days passed, however, and still no contact, Steve became increasingly worried.  He called their home repeatedly after that, but was turned aside each time by either Amy’s mother or father.  With each passing sunset, Steve’s mood had become increasingly more morose.
 
   Scott emerged at the top of the stairs and then turned down the long, brown-carpeted hallway of the English department.  He glanced into each of the classrooms as he passed, finding most of them empty, as they were off limits to the lunchtime crowd.  Scott knew Steve too well, however, to believe an inconvenient rule—not to mention one only casually enforced—was going to deter him.  Besides, it was the perfect time and place to go during the school day when you wanted to be alone.
 
   Scott continued his scans of the rooms as he passed by.  In the fourth, three sophomores were studying and eating their lunches together, cramming for a test that would find them later in the day.
 
   “Bitch!” Scott swore aloud when the next class proved as fruitless as the last.  Though Steve refused to admit it to himself, Scott knew the truth of it.  She wanted to dump his friend—which was fine; if she didn’t think it was going to work out it was, in fact, what she should do, but there were much kinder ways of going about it.  Scott shook his head as he reflected on his friend’s situation, and vowed he would never let a woman get under his skin like that.  It was obviously just too damn much trouble.
 
   Just then Scott had a thought.  There was still one place he had not looked.
 
   Steve heard the hinge on the door to the metal shop class creak as it opened, and he knew without looking who had entered behind him.
 
   “Everything cool?” Scott asked.
 
   “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m not the best company right now,” Steve said without turning,  He idly turned the plastic fork from his half-eaten lunch end over end from his forefinger, down to his pinky, then back up again. 
 
   Scott effected a wan smile and walked around to seat himself on the desktop in front of his friend, his feet on the seat of the chair and facing the other side of the spacious workshop filled with all manner of work tables, tool boxes stacked with drawers neatly organized with hand and power tools, and larger drill presses, band saws and other assorted equipment for working with wood and metal.
 
   “You know, I never liked her very much anyway.”  When Steve didn’t respond he asked, “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   Steve gestured with a thumb over his shoulder, “Yeah, I could use a little help pulling this knife out of my back.”  
 
   Scott laughed, or at least started to, but then stopped when Steve didn’t join him.  “You’re right,” he apologized.  “Wasn’t really funny.”  He drummed his fingers on his knee in the awkward silence and then, “Is this really worth all the grief you’re putting yourself through?  Come on, Steve, she’s only a girl.”
 
   Steve snorted, shaking his head.
 
   “What?  You know I’m right.”
 
   Steve sat up so suddenly it startled his friend and he said with a mocking smile, “No, unfortunately, you’re only half right.”  He opened his mouth to say more and then changed his mind.  Instead, he slowly sank back into his seat again.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Scott said then.  “If all this isn’t about Amy then what the heck is going on?”
 
   “I never said that wasn’t part of it,” Steve replied.  “She’s the reason I feel like somebody’s stomped on my guts, yes; but…”
 
   “Okay, now you’ve lost me.”
 
   Steve tossed his plastic fork away idly and it plinked off the tile floor a few feet away.  “Just forget it.”
 
   Scott looked at him sidelong.  “You’re leading me along, Steve.  Why don’t you just come right out with it and tell me what’s up?”
 
   “Leave.  Me.  Alone,” was the stepped reply.  “It’s bad enough you got involved in the first place, but now—“  He realized he said too much even as the words escaped his lips.  He looked aside and silently chastised himself.  He knew better than to let his feelings run his mouth—ever—but the last few days had his emotions brimming.  He felt like each and every one was overflowing and mixing together, ebbing and flowing unpredictably in a fight for dominance.
 
   Scott perked.  “What?  What did I get involved in?”
 
   Steve pushed aside his train of thought with a low growl and addressed his friend.  “What part of ‘forget it’ don’t you understand?
 
   “You’re talking about last weekend?”
 
   Steve remained stubbornly silent but it spoke volumes.
 
   “Steve, what is the big deal?  I was there, for crying out loud.  You gave the crystal to Haldorum, the cat’s in the wild, they all promised to leave you alone.  End of story.  Game over.”
 
   Steve got out of his seat and paced the aisle.  He had already spoken too much so it seemed there was little reason now to keep his problem a secret.  Besides, in his current state of mind, if he didn’t talk about it with someone he just knew he was going to explode.
 
   “It’s not over,” he muttered.  “I’m in serious trouble—along with you, Amy, my parents, and everyone else who has anything to do with me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Me, damn it!” he spat out, both hands bouncing off his chest.  “I’m talking about me!  I gave the crystal away—for nothing!”  This last word echoed across the wood and metal shop like a mocking ghost.  He paused a moment to calm himself and take a breath.  In a moment, he said more softly, “I can still…do things.”
 
   Scott looked puzzled.  He said nothing for several moments, and seemed on more than one of them as if to say something, only to remain quiet for several moments more.  Finally, “Do things?” he asked.  “What kind of things?”
 
   “Two things,” Steve explained.  “I can—I can move things from a distance.”
 
   “As in telekinesis?” Scott breathed the word in disbelief.  “No way!”
 
   Steve held out his hand to the plastic fork he had tossed to the floor.  It had bounced and come to rest a few feet away, only now it rose from the floor as if lifted by an invisible hand.  Scott watched in utter amazement as it floated to his friend.
 
   “Yes way,” Steve said.  He plucked the implement out of the air and then snapped the fork with his thumb before dropping both pieces.  “I just have to think about it.  It’s like I can feel it, even though it is far away, and then I just pick it up.”
 
   Scott got up slowly from the desktop, his eyes looking beyond the floor as a flurry of thoughts raced through his head.  With a clap of his hands, “This is great!”
 
   Steve was incredulous.  “What the hell are talking about?!  Scott, Azinon didn’t come after me just because he wanted the crystal, he wanted to wipe me out because I might have helped Haldorum.  If he even suspects I’m not entirely without some kind of ability, what’s to stop him from coming after me again?”
 
   Scott’s smile waned at that revelation.  “Right, there is that.”
 
   Steve cocked his head to the side and cast him a look that clearly spoke that much should have been obvious.  Then he said, “And even if I hide he can still go after my friends and family to draw me out.”
 
   Scott nodded.  “Yeah, classic movie bad guy move.  This isn’t good.”
 
   “You’re right, it isn’t.”
 
   Now Scott was up and pacing, muttering to himself as he went.  After a minute he stopped.  “We definitely gotta’ figure something out.  What about the other thing you said you could do?”
 
   “I don’t know what to call it,” Steve replied.  “When I touch someone I can…sense their thoughts.  And I can send them as well; thoughts, feelings, even make someone move the way I want.”  He shrugged, “Whatever you want to call it, I found that one out by accident playing with my little brother.”
 
   Scott considered this a moment and then shook his head.  “That’s certainly interesting, but I don’t think it’ll help us.  I was hoping you could blow stuff up or something.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes.  “Will you get real?”
 
   “Hey, I saw Firestarter; besides, what’s real here anymore?  I was hoping.”
 
   The five-minute warning bell sounded, the signal for all on first period lunch to start moving to their next class.  
 
   Steve picked up his Styrofoam tray and tossed it idly into the garbage can on his way out of the classroom.  He paused with the door open.  “Come on.  We can talk about this later.”
 
   The rest of the day was passing agonizingly slowly.  And with his mind preoccupied on his life’s most recent complication, Steve certainly wasn’t absorbing anything either.  Each hour he moved at a snail’s pace through a slowly moving day; slow enough to arrive five minutes late to his sixth period creative writing class.  He entered and then moved to his seat, feeling the weight of a dozen pair of eyes of thirty students in the class who managed to notice the latecomer.  Despite his distaste for showing up late to anything, Steve was too preoccupied right now to care.  Uncomfortable as it was, one pair he did not mind so much: the chestnut brown eyes of Sonya Lorenson.
 
   Man, she is gorgeous, Steve thought, taking a momentary break from shouldering the weight of the world.  She smiled at him, which he briefly returned.
 
   The arrangement of the students’ desks formed a horseshoe that stretched along three of the four walls of the room, the instructor’s desk centered on the fourth but facing the chattering students.
 
   His teacher glanced at his watch as he passed.  “Nice to see you could make it,” Mr. Nicoletta chastised, his tone of voice clearly indicating tardiness wasn’t something the young man should make a habit of.
 
   “Sorry.”  Steve placed his notebook beneath his chair and then glanced around the room as ‘Mr. Nic’, as he was commonly referred to, returned to the roll call.  
 
   Medieval pictures of King Arthur, Sir Lancelot, and others depicting scenes of knights and their noble deeds hung on the wall behind his instructor’s desk.  The other three walls, left to the discretion of the students, displayed posters of rock bands, movies, and film stars, but it was the superimposed image of a tiger over Bruce Lee that caught and held Steve’s attention.  He knew it was absurd, but somewhere deep inside he missed that beautiful animal he had befriended so briefly.  He looked away then, reminding himself one more time how many other more serious distractions he already had on his plate.
 
   Jason Schmidt, probably one of the best high school basketball players in the state, joked and talked with a couple of his friends, his long legs extending well forward of his desk.  He was exceptionally tall, with peach skin and dark, short-cropped hair.  Across from him sat Ed Miller, a popular black senior who had taken first in state for the hundred yard dash and the high jump his sophomore and junior years both.
 
   It was then Steve realized offhandedly the majority of people in the room made up some of the most talented people in the student body.  From Ricco Ybarra, an outstanding drummer who could hammer out beats you’d swear required a third arm, to Rich Gleason, a stereotype of the awkward computer nerd with red unkempt hair, freckled cheeks and glasses but with a mind that conquered on the chessboard, to a half dozen other students who claimed excellence in programing, writing, racing, acting and more.
 
   “All right,” Mr. Nicoletta said over the chatter.  “Quiet down.”  When the clamor of the students died away, he continued.  “Okay, you all knew this day was coming: poems are due.  Who wants to read theirs first?”
 
   Jason drew his long legs in with an equally long moan of complaint.  “Oh, come on, Mr. Nic.  It’s kind of hard to be anonymous when we’re reading our own stuff.  I like it better when you read em’ instead.”
 
   Mr. Nicoletta folded his hands on his desk and effected a patient smile.  “Not being anonymous is the idea, Jason.  I told you all at the beginning of the semester you would eventually read your own material to the class.  Well, that day is today.”
 
   Steve reached beneath his desk and retrieved his notebook.  Slapping it down on the desktop, he flipped through the pages until finding the poem he wrote the night before.  He looked it over and then shook his head with a frown, not sure he liked it.  Even a little.
 
   “So who is going to be the brave soul to lead us off?” Mr. Nicoletta asked.
 
   Steve knew from whom he’d like to hear first.  He chanced a glance to his right, to Sonya sitting four desks away.  Though hardly an expert on poetry himself, she was easily the best writer of prose he had ever heard—and she hadn’t even graduated high school yet.  The way she could paint a portrait of words in the mind’s eye and touch on your emotions was nothing short of remarkable.
 
   “No volunteers?  Okay then, Steve, why don’t you make up for your tardiness by starting us off.”
 
   He turned his attention back at the sound of his name.  “What?”
 
   “Your poem,” Mr. Nicoletta said pointing to his notebook.  “Why don’t you start us off?”
 
   Steve stood reluctantly and cleared his throat.  “It’s a…a free verse poem,” he said.  “Admittedly, I didn’t write it until last night.  So if it sucks, deal with it.”  A low ripple of laughter rolled through the class and with a deep breath, he began:
 
   I have tread through the jungle many times
 
   Each journey has been lonely and full of pain
 
   Yet each teaches me something I had for so long been unaware
 
   I stepped to the tree line and peered in, despite knowing what awaited
 
   Knowing only too well what stood in the way
 
   I told myself it was foolish, an elusive game no one wins
 
   But the lure was too strong to resist
 
   I saw the prize, I wanted to win, I stepped inside
 
   The branches cut and tore at my flesh
 
   I stumbled so many times on the vines in my path
 
   Yet this time the pain was bearable, almost welcome
 
   This time I felt alive, even in the face of the inevitable
 
   Despite the sadness this knowledge brought to my heart
 
   I chose that nothing in God’s Earth would stand in my way
 
   Nothing did
 
   The beauty I found stole my breath away
 
   A lake of crystal blue and impossible purity
 
   The blood and sweat that ran down my body caused me to feel unclean, unworthy
 
   Then a light wind blew across the still waters, whispering to me
 
   Therein I heard songs of passion and pleasure, beauty and peace, love and romance
 
   Thankful, I went to my knees and touched my lips to the cool waters
 
   New strength flowed through my limbs and hope filled my heart
 
   Yet I was too late
 
   For a reflection not my own stared back from the mirror surface
 
   Steve closed his notebook and sat down.  “That’s it,” he said.  Yes, now having read it aloud he was sure he didn’t like it.
 
   Jason’s hand went unmistakably high into the air.
 
   Mr. Nicoletta acknowledged him with a nod.  “Yes, Jason?”
 
   “Gotta’ be about a girl.”
 
   Mr. Nicoletta waited for the class’s laughter to subside and then said, “What makes you think that?”
 
   His shoulders rose and fell.  “I don’t know.  It’s like what you were talking about a couple weeks back; using other stuff to hide the stuff you’re really talking about.”
 
   “Metaphors?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s it,” he said with a point of his index finger.  “Metaphors.  It sounds like he’s metaphoring about a girl.”
 
   Ed Miller’s hand went into the air and Mr. Nic called on him next.  “I think it might be about someone who needs help.  The person is tripping and falling, stumbling around.  That could be life’s obstacles.”
 
   Mr. Nicoletta nodded as he considered it.  “Yes, I suppose it could at that.  Good observation, Ed.  Anyone else?”
 
   “It’s about love,” Sonya said suddenly.
 
   Steve froze for a moment, then slowly turned his head to look at her; a movement that did not go unnoticed by Mr. Nicoletta.  “It looks we might have a winner.  Would you care to elaborate?”
 
   “Well…” she said taking a moment to gather her thoughts.  “The jungle represents love itself.  And the person in the poem seems afraid to enter because he has been hurt by love before.”  She hesitated as she cast a shy glance at Steve, and then back to Mr. Nic.  “All the branches and vines in his path are the hardships he has endured before—it’s why he knew what to expect—but for the hope of finding real love he had to endure them again.”
 
   Steve sat in stunned silence.  How could she possibly know this—about him—and from such cryptic verses?  Only someone who knew the reason for the poem should have had any idea about its meaning at all.  So how did she know?  He swallowed once, feeling suddenly parched, and he asked, “Then why not just walk in?  Why hesitate?”  
 
   She looked at him and suddenly he felt exposed; like all of his insecurities were laid bare before her.
 
   “Because he was hurt when he tried to love someone before.  And there at the edge, looking in, he knows he’ll be hurt again.”
 
   Steve shifted to the edge of his seat and turned to face her.  “Then why?” he asked.  “Why go in at all?”
 
   Her voice faltered under that gaze; seeing the longing and such hurt in the depths of those blue eyes.  “He—he wants to love someone,” she said.  “And to be loved.”
 
   Something intangible enveloped Steve--yet he could sense its presence all around.  It centered him, focused his mind, heightened his senses and emotions.  The blood rushed in his ears, his heartbeat thudding harder in his chest.  He felt drawn to her and helpless to stop it.  The fluorescent lights overhead flickered and the air seemed to grow heavy, triggering a low murmur through the class.  Steve ignored them as he stood and went to her.  He kneeled in front of her and placed his hands on the desktop.  In a voice barely above a whisper he asked, “And the pain?”
 
   She looked deep into his eyes, their gazes locked one upon the other.  She reached out a hand to touch his cheek but then stopped, placing it back upon the desktop instead.  
 
   Steve’s emotions swelled within him to bursting, and when she did not reply his impatience burst forward.  He placed his hand over hers and willed her to speak.  His need to know if she truly understood overwhelmed the need for all else.  Heat flashed and spread through that contact to flow up her arm.  It reached wholly inside of her to her consciousness, compelling the words.  He wanted to know--had to know—if she understood.
 
   “He knows—“  Sonya began and then gasped.  “He already knows he is going to fail.  But he believes this knowledge a warning, and it will keep him from being hurt again.”
 
   Steve looked to her in disbelief.  How could she know this?
 
   He opened his mouth to speak and the door to the class flew open then with such force the doorknob went through the other wall.  Following in its wake, a white tiger with black stripes barreled into the room, sending students screaming and tumbling in their desks in their desperate attempt to get out of the way.
 
   Steve turned at the commotion, half rising, and as he released Sonya’s hand the warmth that had accompanied it was gone in an instant.  The young woman looked dazed by what had just happened and only vaguely aware of the tumult before her.
 
   Ignoring the panicked students, the tiger ran straight up the horseshoe formation of desks and padded to a stop in front of Steve.  Dipping its nose down, it buried its furry head in his chest.  Steve quickly glanced to Sonya and discovered much to his relief she was either too amazed or too terrified to utter a sound.
 
   In all the confusion and commotion, Mr. Nicoletta grabbed his desk chair by the back and hefted it over his head as he lunged at the massive animal.  The tiger turned with a savage snarl and Mr. Nicoletta let swing the chair.  A powerful forelimb lashed out in a blur of white, ripped the chair from his hands and sent it crashing against the wall.  
 
   Steve literally grabbed the tiger by the tail and dug his heels into the floor, fearing for his teacher’s life.  “No!” he yelled.  The tiger hissed and bared its ivory fangs in Mr. Nicoletta’s direction but did not advance.  The teacher could only stand transfixed, clearly afraid to move further under the animal’s murderous stare.
 
   The last of the students fled the room like rats from a sinking ship—aside from Sonya and Mr. Nicoletta—and finally Steve felt himself able to think.  There was only one way the tiger could be here.  Steve let go of the animal’s tail and shook his head as Haldorum entered the room.  Behind him followed Lurin and Haze, all of them dressed as he had seen them a week earlier.  
 
   “What—“  Steve stammered and held his hands open in a gesture that clearly showed he didn’t even know where to begin.  “What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “Here,” Haldorum said, ignoring the question, “take this.”  He tossed the crystal pendant and Steve caught it reflexively.  “It seems our problems are more complicated than we first thought.”
 
   Forgetting the threat of the tiger for a moment, both Mr. Nicoletta and Sonya looked to these new arrivals with confusion writ clear upon their faces.  
 
   “I am sorry about the commotion,” Haldorum shrugged.  “I would have used a portal but unlike before I did not know where you were to be found.”  He glanced at the tiger with approval.  “Your familiar knew where to find you, though.  You two seem to have established quite the bond.”
 
   “You guys can’t be here!” Steve snapped frustrated.
 
   Haldorum nodded his agreement.  “Quite right.  Which is why we must go.  Now.”
 
   “Azinon will be after you, Steven,” Haze said.  “If you wish to protect yourself, and those around you, you will come with us at once.”
 
   Steve paused, the statement striking home immediately.  “I still don’t know why you’re here instead of—“  He stopped then, realizing Sonya and Mr. Nic knew nothing of magic, other worlds, or murderous sorcerers—and did not need to.  “Why are you here?” he said finally.
 
   “As you said.”  Haldorum turned and then held his hands outstretched.  Just as before, his hands parted and a portal opened before them like two oppositely sliding doors in the fabric of their world.  “There is not much time.”
 
   Steve knew the old wizard was right, but for entirely different reasons.  Right about now, the local authorities were getting flooded with a ton of 911 calls about a tiger running loose in a local high school.  He looked once more to Sonya and his teacher then back again.  “It doesn’t look like you’re giving me much choice,” he said.
 
   “I am sorry.  I will explain everything later, but for now…”  He gestured toward the portal.
 
   Sonya rose to her feet, careful to avoid the tiger and touched Steve lightly on the hand.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?” she asked, never taking her eyes off of the shimmering doorway.
 
   “Steven,” Haldorum insisted, “we do not have time.  We must go.”
 
   Steve wanted to talk with her; there was still something he wanted to know but the police couldn’t be more than minutes away.  “I can’t,” he said.  He turned and walked away from her then and vanished into the portal with the tiger close on his heels.
 
   Haze and Lurin each stepped through in turn, disappearing the instant they crossed the threshold.  Haldorum moved and then paused, taking a moment as he regarded Sonya.  He smiled apologetically and then vanished into the shimmering void.
 
   Steve waited in the living room of his home with his arms folded across his chest and Haldorum standing before him.  The tiger, as always, by his side and mirroring in his own fashion Steve’s irritation.  Lurin and Haze roamed about the living room, clearly uncomfortable, glancing in pretended curiosity at some of the objects on the mantel.
 
   “So how did you know?” Steve asked sharply.
 
   “Your magic,” came the wizard’s reply.  “Several times you have made use of your powers and each time I could feel it across the worlds.  You will need practice focusing your will to properly harness your gift.”  He nodded once then, indicating the crystal in Steve’s hand.  “I tried, but I cannot use it.  You, however, seem able whether you are in possession of it or not.  You have some sort of bond with it—maybe similar to the one you have with the tiger.”
 
   Steve flopped backward into the easy chair behind him as though exhausted.  He rubbed his face with one hand saying, “Do we have to do this now?”
 
   Haldorum seated himself on the leather ottoman before the young man and smiled his understanding.  “Steven, I regret putting you on the spot like this but there is no other way.  Right now Azinon is a very real threat to you because you, in turn, pose a threat to him.  Only one wizard aids the Resistance that opposes him, and that wizard is me.  As it now stands, we are not enough to tear him from his stolen throne.  But with the prospect of two wizards to stand against him…”
 
   Steve opened his clenched fist and looked at the tiny crystal he held there.  Even across worlds the tiny ornament was reaching out to him, infusing him God-knew-how and lighting him up on the supernatural radar of every magic-user worth his salt.  It seemed to make no difference from what angle he thought about it: there was no way out.  If Haldorum had sensed the use of whatever power he had, from an entire world away, then Azinon had to know too.  And based upon their first encounter he could not hope to stand against the sorcerer on his own.
 
   “But what about my friends and family here?” he asked.  “If I help you, what’s to stop Azinon from going after them to get to me?”
 
   “Nothing at all,” Haldorum confirmed matter-of-factly.  “But, like me, Azinon grows weaker the longer he stays on your world, and he cannot step between the realms as easily as I can.  Further, he does not know who your friends and family are—at least not yet—and he certainly cannot afford to spend the time searching for them if you are with me on Mithal.  If you have not already noticed, the three of us have the ability to sense when one or another is on the same world.  The magic we have serves like a vague sort of beacon.  Although we cannot precisely locate it, we can sense it readily enough.  At my word, the Resistance would not hesitate to take advantage of any extended length of absence Azinon might wish to endeavor in.  No, those whom you care about are safe here so long as you do not remain.”
 
   Steve had indeed noticed the strange sense of foreboding in the air when he had first encountered Azinon, but he refused to accept the idea that all those he cared about were safe.  “Everyone, that is, except for Amy,” he said.  “Remember, I got into a little song and dance with Azinon in the Welands’ garage.”
 
   Haldorum considered this with an upraised brow.  “Yes, I see your point.”  He then shrugged and said rather casually, “Well, I suppose we will just have to take her with us.”
 
   Steve barked an exasperated laugh.  “Come again?  You can’t just up and take her.  Even if I could get her to believe this story, she’d never agree to come.  Like me, she has a life and home here with friends and family.  She has plans and goals.”
 
   “And like you she is a target for Azinon,” Haldorum replied.  Steve looked suddenly grave at not having an answer.  Then the wizard added, “Like you, she has little choice.  You care for her and that sorcerer knows it.  So long as she remains here she will always be in danger.”
 
   “He is right, Steven,” Haze said.  From his place by the mantle, his large hands rested on the pommel of the longsword belted at his side.  “You do not yet know Azinon as we do, but I promise you he will not hesitate to seize any advantage he can.”
 
   Steve was silent for a very long time as he weighed his options—or lack thereof, as the case seemed to be.  When at last he spoke, he shook his head and sighed.
 
   “I’m going to miss this place,” he said.
 
   Haldorum let out his own sigh just then.  He placed his hand on Steve’s shoulder, his voice low and comforting.  “Perhaps with our combined strength you and Amy will not be gone long.”
 
   Steve smiled his thanks but knew better.  “Right, it’s only a war.  These things never take very long.”  Then, as though finding new strength within himself, Steve stood abruptly and clapped his hands once.  “Okay, if we have to do this thing then there’s no point in wasting any more time.  I don’t know where Amy’s school is, so I’ll wait until tonight—if that isn’t too late.”
 
   “Not at all,” Haldorum said getting to his feet, sounding more than a little surprised by the young man’s attitude.  “Unlike myself, Azinon cannot transpose worlds until the stroke of midnight: the time when the veil between our two worlds is weakest.  That should give us more than enough time.”
 
   “Not us,” Steve corrected, “me.  You guys are staying here.”  Haldorum opened his mouth to protest but Steve stayed him with a hand.  “No, just listen for a second.  Not only is this a personal matter, but if I go there with all of you in tow she’ll likely just get scared off.”  The tiger nudged him then, and he listened to the strange inner voice that was the tiger’s thoughts.  Not speech exactly, but more a kaleidoscope of emotion that was strangely more illustrative than words could ever be.  When finished Steve stroked the fur of the great cat’s head.  “I know.  I couldn’t make you stay if I wanted to.”
 
   “I think, Steve, it is not such a wise action for you to go alone.”
 
   “I won’t be.  My furry friend here and Scott will go to keep me company.”
 
   “I still do not—“
 
   “I know you don’t like the idea,” Steve interrupted.  “But look at it this way: it is not going to take all that long.  I know of two things I can do with this power—three if you count the fact I can run like a horse.  Azinon can’t get here until midnight; I have a friend to watch out for me and a tiger to protect me.  What more could you ask for?”
 
   Haldorum looked to his young charge for long moments as he considered.  At first, it seemed as though the wizard wasn’t going to go along but, finally, he sighed and put up his hands in a gesture of surrender.
 
   “Great!” Steve said relieved.  “I’ll call Scott as soon as he gets home from school and tell him to bring his dad’s van.  My back seat isn’t near large enough to carry--”  He stopped then, realizing the tiger didn’t have a name.  “What am I supposed to call a magic cat?”
 
   “If I may,” Haldorum offered.  “In the ancient mage tongue the word ‘kae’ translates roughly to the word magic, and ‘liss’ to cat.”
 
   Steve said the name a few times silently to himself and then nodded his approval.  “Kayliss,” he said.  “My ‘magic cat’.”
 
   The tiger growled in agreement.
 
   Steve turned to go and Haldorum stopped him asking, “You will, of course, try to hurry?”
 
   Steve smiled.  “No problem.”
 
   Scott stopped the van on the street in front of Amy’s house and parallel parked along the curb.  The waning light of dusk painted the horizon in brilliant shades of orange and red over the Puget Sound, prompting the street lamps to life in the fading sunlight.
 
   Steve turned in his seat as they stopped.  He had changed clothes before leaving into a white shirt with red embroidered Celtic knot work over the right breast pocket and belted, khaki pants.  “How do I look?” he asked.
 
   Scott looked at him with his ‘are-you-serious’ face.  “No different than the last time you asked.”
 
   “All right, all right; I get the hint.  I just wanted to be sure I look okay.”  Steve opened the passenger side door, motioning for Kayliss to remain as he did so.  He took a moment on the sidewalk to adjust the cuff of his pants while Scott exited and moved to the front of the van.  
 
   Glancing up to the living room window that overlooked the street, Scott noticed the curtains were drawn but the light inside cast the moving shadows of at least two people against the fabric.  Someone with long hair—probably Amy—darted by, pursued by another, slightly larger shadow that appeared to be male.  They paused in the middle of the room while the female shadow playfully fended off the male.
 
   She had company.
 
   To Steve Scott asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   Steve straightened, his expression clearly annoyed.  “Did you miss the whole earlier conversation about evil sorcerers and potential damsels in distress?  Besides, this whole thing should work out.”
 
   “Should?” his friend asked with a raised brow.  “It sounds like you have your doubts about this.  Maybe somewhere along the way you finally came to grips with what Amy has probably been trying to tell you.”  He hated to be so cold, but he had to speak his mind.  He owed his friend that much.
 
   Steve shook his head as he walked past.  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”  He did not look back until reaching the Welands’ front door, then turned and waited at the top step.
 
   Scott sighed, then shrugged and trotted up the steps to join his friend.
 
   Steve rapped on the door twice and glanced to Scott with a reassuring smile.  Scott smiled back, but the expression lacked conviction.  After a few moments, Amy opened the door wearing a pair of blue jeans, tennis shoes, and green T-shirt.
 
   “Steve!” she exclaimed alarmed, “what are you doing here?”
 
   Steve’s smile grew wider still.  “Surprised?”
 
   “Oh, I’ll say,” Scott piped.  “But I’m sure we weren’t interrupting anything, right?”
 
   Amy hurriedly stepped outside and closed the door.  In a hushed voice she implored him, “Please, Steve, you can’t stay here.”
 
   “Why not?  You have company or something?”
 
   Scott cleared his throat loudly.
 
   Amy glanced at him, clearly annoyed.  “No, no, it’s nothing like that.  No one’s here but me, but…I have to meet my mother where she works.  We have some errands to run.”
 
   Scott looked away, rocking slowly back on his heels.  “She’s ly-ing,” he sang, splitting the word into a high then low note.
 
   “Will you shut up, please?”  Although his eyes never left Amy’s own, the edge in Steve’s voice clearly addressed Scott.  
 
   Scott shrugged and leaned against the guardrail.  “Well, she is.”
 
   “Amy, please, this is important,” Steve said.  “We have a lot to talk about and we don’t have much time.  It’s more than just you and me.”
 
   Amy glanced nervously over her shoulder and replied in a wavering voice, “This is kind of a bad time.”
 
   Scott snorted, “You got that right.”
 
   “Shut up!” Steve and Amy shouted together.
 
   The front door opened then and a young man stepped into the porch light.  He was lean of figure, with short, black hair parted to one side, and his brown eyes appeared somewhat larger behind the wide glasses upon his nose.  The gray Levis he wore matched the gray sweater, the sleeves of which he had pulled up over his forearms.
 
   Steve, however, recognized him immediately from pictures Amy herself had shown him.  Mike Simly, her supposed ex-boyfriend.
 
   “Well, hello!” Scott declared, coming forward off the guardrail to shake Mike’s hand in hearty sarcasm.  “Imagine meeting you here!  Ya’know, I’ll just bet that you’re shadow number two.  Tell me something, what lap were you on before we so rudely interrupted?”
 
   Mike shook hands, looking thoroughly confused.
 
   “Oh, but where are my manners?” Scott said slapping himself in the forehead with his palm.  “My name is Scott, and this is my friend Steve.  And, of course, you already know his backstabbing girlfriend, Amy.”
 
   Steve’s muscles in his face clenched along his jaw line.  He turned on his heel and descended the stone steps in a rush.  Amy started after him, calling his name as she went, but he continued without showing the slightest intention of stopping.
 
   “Steve, please!  I didn’t mean for you to find out like this!”
 
   At that, he whirled so suddenly he startled her to a halt.  “And just how did you expect me to find out?!  Run into you two making out at the movies?  I call, I text, I leave voicemails, your mother lies to me about where you are...”
 
   A touch of humiliation played on Amy’s face and she did not say a word at the accusation.
 
   Steve put his hands on his hips and laughed.  “You know something, I was actually starting to care about you.  I really was.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she finally said.  “I tried to call you last weekend but you were gone.  And then when you called me back I couldn’t bring myself to tell you.  I didn’t know how to tell you.”
 
   “You’re sorry?”  His voice grew louder.  “You’re sorry!”  Steve shifted his gaze to the front door and he raised his volume again, clearly for Mike’s benefit.  “Do you remember when I first met you; how you described him to me?  No, please, let me refresh your memory.  You said you broke up with him because he was too much of a chickenshit to stand up for you—or for himself.  You would go dancing and he would sit back like a frightened little boy when someone asked you to dance and wouldn’t take no for an answer.  What does that tell you about someone, Amy?  He didn’t even have the balls just to walk up and say, ‘I’m sorry, pal, she’s with me.’”  
 
   Amy looked away shamefully.  “I know what I said.”
 
   Steve nodded.  “And now I find him here with you.”  Steve spat the words.
 
                 When she didn’t respond at first Steve made an exasperated sound and turned to go.  He had not gone three steps when she suddenly blurted out, “I’m not afraid of him!”
 
                 Steve stopped as though frozen.  When at last he turned back, it was very, very slowly.  “Afraid of me?”  Empathy flowed across his face and softened his hard countenance, loosened the rigid set of his shoulders as he moved up to the next step between them.  “Oh, Amy.  You should have told me.  If this is about last weekend…”  He reached up to touch her face but she flinched.
 
                 She rolled her eyes even as tears welled at the corners and threatened to spill over. “It’s not about last weekend!”  She shook her head.  “I mean, it is partly.  I’m afraid of what happened, I’m afraid of that man you fought with, and I’m afraid of you!”
 
                 Steve’s confusion, his longing, and heartache were etched on his face.  “Amy, please, I know we can figure this out.  It’s just a misunderstanding.  You just don’t know—”
 
                 “Will you just stop?” she pleaded, tears streaming down her cheeks now.  “We can never work.”  She wiped at her eyes and then folded her arms across her chest.  With a sniff she said, “You know everything else, so you might as well know it all.”
 
                 “What are you talking about?”
 
                 “Mike and I started seeing each other again two months ago,” she replied.  “I was wrong before when I said those things about him.  He doesn’t believe in violence and I see now that is what I need.  I want stability, Steve, and with Mike I will always know what to expect.”
 
                 Steve didn’t appear to hear this last, so stunned did he appear by this revelation.  
 
                 Two months, Scott thought equally shocked.  If she had been dating them both for that long then that meant…
 
                 “Then Mike has known about you and I since we first met,” Steve breathed.  “He knew you were already seeing someone else and he dated you anyway?”
 
                 “Steve, I know you’re angry—“
 
                 “You’re damn right I’m angry!  I’m angry as hell at him but how could you do this?  I trusted you!  I told my friends they were wrong about you!”
 
                 Mike made as if to move down the steps but Scott placed a cautioning hand on his shoulder.  “And just what do you think he’d do to you when you got down there?”  Mike stopped abruptly, then his brow knit in concern.  After a moment, he turned again and trotted back up the steps.  Scott laughed.
 
                 Steve looked up and met Mike’s uncertain gaze with unadulterated hatred in his eyes.  Even Scott wondered briefly if he was going to have to jump in front of the cowardly ex-turned-current boyfriend to stop Steve from delivering a beat down that would make a WWE wrestler proud.
 
                 “You should probably leave now,” Scott said steadily to Mike, his eyes never leaving his friend.  Something was definitely not right about Steve.  Scott had never seen him so angry; so enraged.  It was like watching a barely contained explosion threatening to break free from inside him.  
 
                 Steve’s hands slowly balled into fists.  Her betrayal burned him through to the core, bringing with it an unbridled fire of rage that bordered on madness.  His heart was breaking inside and his anger set fire to his turmoil.  He could have dealt with Amy’s rejection, but to be so deceived and betrayed by someone he had feelings for—whom he had trusted—left him torn, confused, and furious.
 
                 A new sensation gripped him then, a red-hot pain growing in his chest as if a firebrand was trying to burn its way out through his sternum; the call of it so primal, so instinctual, so visceral, he was amazed he only noticed it now.  From the darkest depths of his soul, for the first time, Steve wanted to kill another human being.
 
                 He fell to his knees then and screamed as pain like that of a lightning strike ripped through him.
 
                 Scott raced down the steps toward his friend while across the way his father’s van rocked violently on its wheels as Kayliss thrashed furiously within.
 
                 Amy looked on with terror in her eyes from Steve, to the van, and then back to Steve again.  “What’s wrong?  What’s happening?”
 
                 Steve felt as though his insides were on fire and he closed his eyes against the searing torture of it.  Scott appeared at his side then and tried to help him stand but Steve blindly shoved him away with such force he left the ground and landed a dozen feet away on the lawn.
 
   Steve’s hands clenched and unclenched as his second pain-wracked scream sent Amy running back up the steps.  Mike held the door open for her and she rushed by crying hysterically.
 
   *KAAAAAAYLIIIIISS!*
 
   On his back, Scott clamped his hands over his ears, but the psychic wail was not a physical sound.  He looked up then with pain etched on his face, to Steve and the glowing circle of light beneath his shirt, then to his father’s van, that rocked up perilously on two wheels before settling once again to all four.  Pausing only a moment to wipe the trickle of blood running from one nostril, Scott jumped up and then ran to the van.  He pulled the handle to the sliding door and, with a terrible roar, Kayliss burst forth from the vehicle.
 
   Steve attempted to stand, forcing his muscles to obey him, but the world around him swayed like tall grasses in the wind.  He lost his balance and staggered to his right, falling to one knee.  He would have fallen face flat on the sidewalk had not Kayliss buried his head in the young man’s chest.  Steve looked dazedly at the animal for a moment, as if not recognizing what it was that held him up, then recognition flashed and he placed his hands on the tiger’s massive shoulders to steady himself.
 
   *Get me out of here,* Steve thought, concentrating even with that effort.  The tiger turned around and then crouched.  Steve half fell across the animal’s back, clinging blindly to his thick fur and burying his face in its depths.
 
   Scott watched as Kayliss rose and broke into a full run with his friend clinging tightly to him like a second skin.  “Wait!” he called after them.  When the tiger did not stop, Scott climbed into the driver’s seat.  The engine roared and the tires chirped against the concrete of the driveway as he pulled out and veered into the street.  When he reached the intersection, he hit the brakes, looking left and right quickly but saw no sign of them.
 
   “Damn it!  he yelled, slamming the steering wheel with his fist.  
 
   
  
 

Chapter VI
 
   The great tiger moved along the pavement.  This street was dimly lighted and less traveled than the busier thoroughfares crisscrossing the housing complexes they left behind.  A few times the big cat moved into the bushes, behind a hedge, or a parked vehicle, concealing them both from passing traffic when necessary. 
 
   Steve stirred slightly, sensing his companion’s unease.  The pain remained with him, but less intense than before, now more a constant throbbing hurt throughout his body.  Something new was taking shape within him, a part more in tune with the power that coursed through his veins and fed on the raw heightened emotional state responsible for its genesis.
 
   Kayliss cocked his ears forward at a sound floating on the salty air.  It was too far away to be heard by human ears but Steve could hear it through his connection to the animal.  Several voices came to him through that connection as well, and the smell of food.  The tiger’s ribs expanded in time with Steve’s own inhalation, taking in the smell of cooking meat mixed with alcohol, perfume, suntan lotion, and wood smoke.  Kayliss left the road and followed the scents down slope in the direction of the water.  The slope leveled off and in ten minutes, the powerful animal padded silently within the protection of a tall stand of pines.
 
   Steve lifted his head wearily as the trees gave way to a dark parking lot.  He caught sight of a sign and forced his eyes to focus in the ill light.  “West Seattle Park”.
 
   Kayliss crossed the parking lot, moving from shadow to shadow, and passed through yet another stand of pine before emerging onto the soft sand of the beach beyond.  The air was warm and the crescent moon above cast little in the way of light, allowing the murky night to shroud their presence.  The tiger moved to a large log, flotsam that had drifted ashore on the high tide, and settled himself with his side against it.  Barely a hundred feet away now, Steve could make out the voices of the people himself drinking, eating, and generally enjoying themselves before a fire on the beach.  A line of saliva dripped from the tiger’s open mouth, the scent of food stronger than ever, but made no move to leave.
 
   Steve released his hold on the tiger’s back and slid to his knees in the sand.  Go ahead, he thought to him.
 
   Kayliss leaped over the log and padded soundlessly across the beach toward the firelight.
 
   “You learn something new every day,” Steve whispered to no one, commenting on his ability to make his own thoughts heard.  He listened for a while to the waves gently lapping the shore and the cool wind that caressed his cheek, filling his ears with its hollow sound.  How beautiful the water appeared just then.  The way the moonlight—what little there was—sparkled across the surface.  And the way the ripples farther out moved in gracefully toward him, rising six or seven inches as the depth of the water decreased, and then finally broke over the sand.
 
   He then snorted derisively.  For centuries, men have sailed the seas and all of them, generations of humankind, have always referred to the briny blue as a she.  Before, he had believed the word just a way of anthropomorphizing the deep, like men often referred to their cars.  But no, he understood better now; they used it because that’s exactly what she was: a woman.  A scowl replaced Steve’s bitter smile as he stared across the rippling surface.  He could see her now; Amy, laughing and playing out there on the water, taunting him to come out and join her—only so she could reveal her true nature and drag him to the bottom like some mythical sea hag.  The ocean was like that, beautiful at first glance, but full of dangers that would gleefully snare the unwary.
 
   “And you almost got me!” he shouted, pounding a fist into the sand.  His anger flared and he felt the pain shoot through him again for several seconds but he steeled himself against it.  “You screwed up, Amy!  I see you now for what you--aahhhgh!”  Steve clutched at his stomach and forced down an urge to vomit as fire tore through him.  He staggered to his feet with hate-filled tears in his eyes.  “You’re not the only one!” he screamed.  He remembered Haldorum, how he had nearly caused his death twice over.  All along, Steve thought with wild eyes, all along that wizard has been plotting my death.  Yes, yes, it all made sense now.  Haldorum wanted him dead so he could wield the power within the crystal, something he would never be able to do while Steve remained alive.
 
   “You son-of-a-bitch!” Steve swore.  He gasped and fell face flat to the sand as his stomach made him wretch violently.  The sound of a freight train barreled through his head and his breathing came in short, quick breaths.  He screamed the fear that overwhelmed him, but the roar in his head drowned all else out.
 
   I’m dying, he thought terrified.  So many people in this world who try to harm others, so many who deserve to die so much more.  “No!” he cried desperately.  He could not let this happen.  He forced his head up from the sand and looked out across the water.  He could see Amy laughing at him, and by her side Haldorum, both grinning coldly and waiting for him to die.  The image of Haldorum reached with one hand, ready to snatch the crystal from his still warm neck.  Around them both swirled a dark cloud around their feet, the essence of all their lies that had polluted his mind.  They laughed gleefully and danced on the surface of the ocean as they taunted him in his death hour.
 
   Pure hatred flowed through Steve and fed his limbs the strength they needed to lift him from the sand.  Haldorum and Amy ceased their jubilant dance when they saw the young man rise to his feet, that look of fierce determination and rage in his eyes.  The crystal around his neck flared brilliantly to life with the haunting, wind chime sound of a million shards of glass falling through the air.  Steve closed his eyes and allowed that other part of him, the part he felt taking shape deep within to emerge fully.  He focused his will, his hatred, his pain, against those who had harmed him.  When next he opened his eyes, darkness poured across the whites like roiling ink.
 
   “You tried to kill me,” he said calmly.  Then he bared his teeth as he snarled, “So suffer!”  The light of the crystal intensified as Steve unleashed his strength unbridled upon them.  There was a terrific rush of power, like the waters from an exploding dam.  A magical ring of white fire ignited the water around the images of Haldorum and Amy, their faces now contorted in fear.  The two of them huddled together as the flames grew higher and pressed closer around them.  In a matter of seconds, even Haldorum’s tall form disappeared behind the fiery wall burning on the surface of the sound.  Steve’s hand reached forward, fingers like claws, and slowly closed them into a fist.  The ring closed on its captives until forming a solid column of fire, consuming everything within.
 
   The satisfaction he felt was but a faint spark of what he wanted.  He knew the images out there were only that, projections of his imagination, and he wanted to feel so much more.  For that he would need to find the real thing.  But first…
 
   Steve turned his head slowly toward the firelight.  Kayliss was somewhere near it and Steve could hear the conversation of the other young people gathered there through him.  His emotions seethed under the charge of magic coursing through his blood and, whether because of the situation being fed to him through the ears of the big cat or due to his own proximity to the young people, glimpses of the future kept coming to him like flash stills from a movie.  Something bad was about to happen, he knew, and he walked quietly through the sand toward the fire.
 
   He intended to be something much worse
 
   Steve watched the three young men sitting around the campfire as they drank, seeming not to care at all how loud their carousing might get.  The eldest of them, perhaps in his early twenties, sat next to a blonde young woman who was probably still in high school, dressed in cut off blue jean shorts and a close fitting blue T-shirt.  Though she held a beer in one hand, it was mostly full and likely her first, as Steve noted she exhibited none of the drunkenness the other three so loudly and proudly displayed.
 
   “So then Eric’s got enough balls to tell me—me!” the eldest was saying as though the idea were pure lunacy.  “He tells me—Kyle Johnson—to shut the hell up.”  He finished off the last of his beer and tossed the empty bottle away carelessly over his shoulder.
 
   The bottle landed precariously close to Kayliss, who raised his head from the package of hot dogs he had stolen.  Steve raised a steadying hand from his own place in the concealing darkness outside the firelight, and Kayliss quelled his thoughts of slashing open the offender’s belly with his claws.  He instead growled his irritation but nothing more.
 
   Kyle opened another beer and lay down on his side next to the blond.  “Can I ask you a question, Susan?” he asked.
 
                 “As long as you can still form the words,” she teased, tapping the neck of his beer bottle.
 
   “You know I like you, right?”
 
   Her cheeks flushed slightly and then she lay down on her side to face him.  “I was starting to get that feeling, yes.”
 
   “And do you like me?” he asked.
 
   Steve noted the other two young men watching with feigned indifference as their friend clumsily applied his charms.  He knew the reason for their interest and heat flared in his chest.  He almost moved against them then but stayed his hand, watching.
 
   She giggled, saying, “I think maybe the beer’s fogging your brain.”
 
   “No, no,” he protested.  “I do like you.  But I’ve got to know if you like me, too.”
 
   Susan appeared to think it over and then kissed her finger and touched it to his lips.  “Don’t worry about it, Kyle.  Yes, I do like you.”  She smiled as he leaned close and their lips met in a livid kiss.  He rolled then so that he was above her and she pulled away abruptly.  “Woah, that’s enough,” she said.
 
   “No, don’t stop now,” he replied breathily.  He kissed her again.  “We’re on a roll.”
 
   “I said that’s enough,” she insisted.  She tried to wriggle out from under him but Kyle used her effort to maneuver himself between her thighs.  “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.
 
   “What do you think I’m doing?” he said with a lurid smile.  His hand reached for the top button of the front of her pants.  “Why else do you think we brought you here?”
 
   She slapped his face.  “That’s not funny.”
 
   Kyle angrily grabbed her wrists and then forced them above her head.  “Who said I was trying to be funny?”  He glanced over his shoulder.  “Give me a hand over here.”
 
   “Kyle, no!  No!”  She struggled in his grip but could not match his strength, and sobs escaped her lips as the other two young men each took a firm hold of her wrists and held her down.  Tears streamed down her face as Kyle slipped a hand up her shirt and then gripped her breast.
 
   “Just relax and enjoy it,” he said.
 
   “Stop!” she sobbed.  “Please!  Just stop!”
 
   Steve stood at the edge of the firelight, appearing as little more than a silhouette with his face shrouded in darkness.  “Let her go,” he said simply.  His voice was firm, and sounded unnaturally loud for the evenness of the tone.
 
   Kyle’s head snapped up and Susan’s eyes filled with sudden desperate hope.  “Please!  Help me!” she begged.
 
   Kyle’s eyes narrowed menacingly.  “Who the fuck are you?” he hissed.
 
   Steve was still as stone.  In the eerie play of firelight the young men could not even see his lips move when he spoke.  “I’m not going to tell you again.”
 
   Kyle rose angrily to his feet and one of the young men who still held Susan grabbed an empty beer bottle and then took a position beside his friend.  A switchblade clicked open in Kyle’s hand, held in a loose, taunting grip.  He exchanged a look with his friend at his side and then effected a sneering smile at the stranger in their midst.  “You’re not too good at numbers, are you?” he asked.
 
   Steve stepped wholly into the light and made no attempt to hide the darkness of his eyes.  “I guess I’m just not as smart as you are.”  He held out his hand, palm down, over the sand and the crystal emitted its shattering song in answer to his call.  The sand below writhed and turned, and then rose upward in a sudden spiraling funnel to collect in his waiting hand.  Steve turned his hand over and then held the small mound out as though in offering saying, “I believe this is yours.  Here, take it.”  He raised his hand up, puckered his lips and blew.  The sand flew forth across his fingertips as though propelled by a hurricane, straight into Kyle’s face.  With a startled shout, he dropped the switchblade and covered his stinging eyes with his hands.
 
   Visibly startled, the other raised the beer bottle to throw but it shattered into a thousand tiny fragments with a dismissive flick of Steve’s finger.  The drunken youth dropped to his knees, shocked, gripping his bleeding hand at the wrist.
 
   Steve waved his hand and the exploded glass zipped through the air like a cloud of tiny hornets, slashing the face of the remaining man holding Susan to the ground.  Suddenly free, she jumped to her feet and scrambled away at a run.
 
   Kyle rubbed at his eyes and squinted through the dust and debris clinging to his eyelashes and gumming in the corners.  He looked up and met the cold stare of black eyes in return.  His breath caught in his throat and he staggered back a step.  “What the hell are you?”  Steve approached another few steps and Kyle staggered back again until he lost his balance and fell to the sand, one hand held up defensively.  “You’re possessed, man!  You’re some kind of demon!”
 
   Steve paused.  For some reason he could not readily explain, those words seemed somehow…significant.  He stepped forward and hauled Kyle to his feet by the front of his shirt, and then into the air.  There he held him, savoring the fear that practically glowed in Kyle’s eyes before tossing him effortlessly to the other side of the fire.  Kyle hit the sand hard, rolling to his back to catch his breath.
 
   “No,” Steve said, “not a demon.  A demon would have killed you already.  If you ever try again what you attempted tonight with that girl…“  He smiled showing teeth, “I still will.”
 
   Kyle quailed from his place on the sand.
 
   Steve turned as though to walk away then, but hesitated as more broken, fragmented stills of the future flashed across his mind.  He turned and looked to the lights of the city further inland, staring at something far away.  He gestured to the darkness and Kayliss ambled forth from the shadows.  Kyle watched, disbelief written on his face, as the huge beast waited until Steve was seated securely on his back before padding away silently into the night.
 
   Scott applied the brake and the van halted at the intersection where Steve had disappeared earlier in the evening.  “This is it,” he said.
 
   Haldorum peered into the darkness and reached out with supernatural senses.  The road continued ahead and down into the mainstream of West Seattle.  “You still have the list?” he asked.  Scott reached inside his jacket and produced a piece of paper with the phone numbers of every police station in all of Seattle.  
 
   A high school senior touring the city with an exceptionally large tiger was bound to attract some attention, after all.
 
   “There are a great many,” Lurin observed.  “Wizard, can you not locate him magically?  You did so before from an entire world away.”
 
   Haldorum shook his head with a sigh.  “I am on a world without magic.  My spells become exponentially weaker the farther from me they must reach.  And the spell I used to locate him from Mithal took weeks to prepare.”
 
   Scott nodded and exhaled slowly as his eyes scanned down the long list.  “Which leaves us my lengthy list.  Seattle’s a big place.”  He folded up the paper and then placed it back inside his jacket as he drove through the intersection.
 
   “Try and relax,” Haldorum said to calm them all.  “We will find him.”
 
                 “I just hope it’s in one piece,” Scott replied with a weak smile.  “Do you really think Azinon will kill him over this pendant thing?”
 
   Haldorum placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.  “Let us just concentrate on finding him.”
 
   Time dragged unbearably slowly and as the hour of midnight drew uncomfortably close at hand Scott became a bubbling cauldron of frustration.  In fifteen minutes, Azinon would transpose worlds and enter the race to find his missing friend.  Even Haldorum, who usually seemed so unshakable, appeared edgy and impatient with worry.  Something had to be terribly wrong, for his friend would surely at least have called his mom to tell her he was all right.
 
   “Should we try again?” Scott offered, not knowing what else to do.
 
   Haldorum shook his head.  “No, I don’t think that will do anything but make Steven’s mother worry all the more.”  He fell silent for a few moments and then asked, “Just how upset would you say Steven became?”
 
   Scott snorted, “Are you kidding?  I’ve never seen him like that.  Sure, he cared about her a lot, but I don’t think that’s what messed him up.  When he found out she betrayed him…I don’t know, something in him changed.  To top it all off, though, she tried to finish the relationship by simply not seeing or speaking to him again; like she thought pretending he never existed would make it all go away.”  The light ahead turned red and Scott slowed the van to a stop.  He sat back in his seat and exhaled heavily.  “I’m sure she’s not a bad person, but that was exactly the wrong thing to do to him.”
 
   Haze sat on the shredded carpet in the back of the van —Kayliss’s handiwork—with his longsword resting by his side and looking thoughtful.  As the van started forward again he asked, “Haldorum, do you suppose the strange machines of this world would work on Mithal?”
 
   “I am afraid not—at least not for very long,” he replied.
 
   Haze looked back again, out of the tinted windows.  “Such things on our own world would greatly enhance the life of everyone in the realm.”
 
   “And certainly make it more complex,” Lurin quipped, not looking at all convinced of the overall benefits of such technology.
 
   “More complex, indeed,” Haldorum agreed.  “Earth is parallel to our world, but I am not certain if the technology here can mix with the magical side of Mithal for any great length of time.  Long ago the people here made a decision to follow the path of science and left magic almost entirely behind them.  Our people, however, chose the opposite, trusting in the arcane laws.  That is the way our two worlds were meant to be, I think; parallel, but opposed.”
 
   “I’m surprised we speak the same language,” Scott commented.
 
   “Ques vueilur,” Haldorum replied, and Scott cast him a questioning glance.  “I said ‘we don’t’.  That is the reason I believe technology here would not work very long on Mithal.  When we first arrived, I cast a spell that allows Haze, Lurin and myself to speak your language.  I did the same for you and Steve when you came to our world.  Usually that spell would have gone on indefinitely—or until I canceled the effect— but since arriving here, I have renewed it twice.”
 
   Scott raised his brows and sighed.  “I guess you learn something new every day.”
 
   Steve’s dark orbs stared from the parking lot, through the large exterior windows of the grocery store where a pretty blond cashier rang up the purchases of the elderly woman before her.  The young woman moved with the regularity of repetition, clearly unenthused by her work but also so swift and adept in her movements she appeared to perform the motions purely on reflex.  It was late and the remaining rows of check stands to the left and right of her were empty, as the additional personnel were unneeded given the light flow of customers who shopped at this late hour. 
 
   Kayliss, crouching low to the ground near Steve’s feet, raised his head from their hiding spot between two parked cars in the lot and made a low, guttural noise, the sound a question Steve instinctively understood.
 
   “Not yet,” he said, his eyes never leaving the young woman in the store.
 
   The elderly woman pushed her cart with her bagged purchases beyond the check stand and moved toward the exit, and then a man dressed in old jeans ripped along the front of the left thigh stepped forward.  Steve expression darkened as he recognized the man’s features from his earlier glimpses of the future: dirty blond, greasy hair matted close to his head and the distinctive rip in his jeans.  He placed something small, probably a package of gum, on the counter and flashed two rows of yellow teeth in a smile.  The man then held out a dollar but snatched it away teasingly as the cashier reached for it.  The blond woman waited, her lips a thin humorless line.  The man extended the dollar once more, likely intending to do it again, but this time the cashier snatched it from his grasp with surprising speed.
 
   Steve smiled at that.  The greasy-haired man appeared less amused.
 
   The cashier rang up his purchase and when the drawer to her till sprang open the greasy-haired man reached slowly into the pocket of his windbreaker and produced a small revolver he held close to his body.
 
   Steve’s brow furrowed as he wondered if he had made a mistake in choosing to wait outside, but then dismissed the thought.  Grocery store robberies rarely ended in bloodshed unless the person being robbed tried something foolish.  From the look of this young woman, she did not appear stupid.  She would do as she was told, give over the money, and the man would run for the exit.
 
   From his vantage point, Steve actually noticed the three casually dressed security employees moving between the aisles toward the front of the store before the thief did.  They might have passed for customers if not for the man in front speaking momentarily into a two-way radio he held in his right hand.  Steve did not know how they knew of the ongoing robbery—perhaps a store video camera, or silent alarm button the cashier managed to push undetected—but whatever the means, their brisk pace and current path put them on an intercept course with check stand 8.
 
   The thief noticed them the moment they stepped out from between the aisles not four rows away.  The cashier hit the floor and the security men dived in three separate directions as the thief’s gun came up.  Steve heard the gunshots like the popping of firecrackers from his place in the parking lot, the greasy-haired man firing shots haphazardly in all directions as he ran along the store’s front.  No one attempted to stop him as he overturned a shopping cart on his way out of the store’s exit and ran headlong into the night.
 
   Steve held out his hand palm down at the height of his waist, and Kayliss’s head rose to meet it.  “Yes,” he said, his countenance darker than a summer thunderhead.  “Now it’s time.” 
 
   A small glow pierced the darkness from beneath Steve’s shirt as the crystal came to life.
 
   Haldorum startled both Scott and Lurin as he sat bolt upright in his seat.
 
   “What is wrong?” the woodsman asked, his hand moving for the slim sword at his side.
 
   “Steven!  He is close!”  He paused then closing his eyes, reaching out with his senses to get a bearing.  “Straight ahead!” he declared pointing.
 
   Scott planted the gas pedal to the floor and the van lunged forward.
 
                 People screamed and fled in all directions as Kayliss raced down the sidewalk with Steve clinging tight to his back.  He could have killed someone, the young man thought angrily.  Kayliss growled in assent as he paced the fleeing thief before them.  That man could have killed someone, and he couldn’t care less.  The girl did as she was told, the employees hit the floor at the very sight of the gun, and he sprayed bullets anyway!
 
   Kayliss snarled and Steve bared his teeth as his anger flared; a wild rage that made man and tiger alike thirst for blood.
 
   The man slipped into a side alley that ran between two storage warehouses and disappeared from sight.  Kayliss slowed to a walk as he neared the entrance to the alley and Steve dismounted.  He sidled up to the corner with his back to the building and carefully glanced around the side.  The alley was dark and smelled horribly of garbage and urine.  Rats squeaked and climbed over boxes and bottles, for the most part broken and unusable, while they scurried and fought for scraps of food.  An old rusted dumpster rested against the brick wall of the second warehouse a hundred feet in and Steve could hear the happy giggling and gibbering of the man he sought coming from the opposite side.  The thief sounded elated.
 
   The young wizard stalked forward and the giggling stopped abruptly at the sound of a bottle skittering across the pavement.  Steve then stepped out and seized the man by the front of his clothing in one hand.
 
   “What the--!” was all he could utter before he left the ground in the young man’s powerful grip.
 
   The thief struggled madly, his legs kicking wildly in the air but couldn’t shake himself loose.  The robber then reached for the pocket in his windbreaker.  Steve’s free hand shot out like a striking serpent and seized the man’s arm just below the wrist.  With a jerk, he snapped the bone and his prey howled in agony, but even that cut off as Steve’s hand then went from his arm to his throat.  Slowly he squeezed, tighter and tighter, watching the man’s mouth open reflexively to draw in air.  Steve released his hold on the windbreaker and held him up by the neck alone, his palm pressed tightly against his windpipe.  The thief’s hands pried frantically at Steve’s fingers.  His eyes rolled back in his head, his lungs spasming…his life fading.
 
   Doubt played across the young wizard’s face then.  He blinked and the whites of his eyes returned, the irises swallowing back the darkness to return to blue.  “What am I doing?” he breathed in horror.  He dropped the thief in a heap to the ground, who immediately clutched at his throat and gasped repeatedly for more precious air.  Steve could only back away, scarcely able to believe what he had nearly done.
 
   The darkness within him vied for control in the turmoil of emotion, struggling for the hatred that fed it but recoiling from the revulsion and horror.
 
   “What’s happening to me?”
 
   Scott’s van skidded to a stop on the street in front of the alley, and then Haldorum, Haze, Lurin and Scott exited in a rush.  “Steven, thank Heaven we found you!” the old wizard called.
 
   Steve turned at the sound of his name and the magic in his blood triggered a tidal wave of hatred, amplifying his rage as it seized on the one sin he loathed above all…betrayal.  The darkness swam across his eyes at the mere sight of the elder wizard and strengthened his fury three fold.  With a snarl, Steve searched the alley for a weapon but saw only one that would suffice.  In answer to his will, the rusted dumpster shrieked as it slid several feet across the pavement.  Sweat broke out across Steve’s brow with the effort of trying to focus his raw power and again the rusted metal moved—this time only half the distance it had before.  His breath left him explosively as his mental strength waned.  The power was there, he could feel it, raw and immense, but he lacked focus.
 
   “It’s—it’s too much,” he said winded.
 
   “Nonsense!”  
 
   Steve looked up in the direction of this new voice and found Azinon peering down at him.  The sorcerer crouched on the edge of the second story roof of the warehouse, and then he was in the air, the tails of his overcoat buffeting in the rush of wind as he fell to earth.  He landed as though the twenty-five foot fall had been merely a hop from a step stool, barely causing a wrinkle to the expensive black Armani power suit he wore beneath his open front coat.  He made a lifting motion with one hand and the dumpster rose into the air like a balloon buffeted on a breeze.  
 
   “It is simply a matter of knowing how,” he said, and then curled his fingers and flicked them open again in a dismissive gesture that sent the dumpster careening down the alley, gouging out chunks of brick from the walls and scoring the asphalt as it bounced and tumbled unpredictably side to side toward the street.
 
   Lurin was already diving to the side.  “Look out!”
 
   Scott, Haldorum and Haze dodged to the right just as the mass of steel rushed past them.  Scott lifted his head and watched as it tumbled out into the street and narrowly missed his father’s van by inches.  Scott muttered a quick prayer of thanks before leaping back to his feet.
 
   Azinon turned his head slowly and looked Steve up and down with an appraising eye.  “You’ve changed somewhat since we last met.”  He indicated Steve’s face with a vague gesture, “I must say, I love what you’ve done with your eyes.  It lends you a certain...credibility.”
 
   The wounded thief edged away from the two men, cradling his broken arm against his chest.  
 
   The dark sorcerer glanced at the pathetic transient amused.  “I must admit, I did not think you capable of such brutality.  I like it.”  Pointedly, he added, “I could use it.”
 
   Steve eyed him warily and Kayliss began to circle this newly arrived threat.
 
   “Calm your kitten.  I did not come here for a fight.”
 
   “Unlike before?” Steve hissed.
 
   Haldorum entered the alley slowly.  “Are you all right, Steven?” Scott, Lurin and Haze remained behind at the wizard’s insistence, but Lurin held an arrow across his bow.
 
   Steve pointed at him angrily.  “Stay where you are!” Haldorum halted, looking confused, but advanced no further.  Steve maneuvered himself so he could watch both men at the same time.  “Both of you just stay where you are.”
 
   “You need not fear me,” Azinon said coolly showing both hands.  “I am here to help you, Steven.  I can feel the hatred you harbor for the old man from here.  Imagine what we two could do united against our common enemy.”
 
   Haldorum straightened, looking more confused than ever.  “Hatred?”  The old wizard reached out then and touched the psychic energy radiating from the young man and his eyes widened in surprise.
 
   “Steve,” he said evenly, as non-threateningly, as he could.  “Steve, I am not your enemy.  Azinon seeks to do you harm.  He is our enemy in this war.  Do you remember?”
 
   “That is a lie,” Azinon said calmly.  “You know what I say is true.  If I had wished to destroy you I could have done so before you ever even knew I was above you.  Could I not?”
 
   Steve could not deny that truth.  The sorcerer could indeed have struck at him from his perch and he would have never seen it coming.  But Haldorum didn’t—if he…Steve shut his eyes as he pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to sort out the jumble of his conflicting thoughts.  Why was it so hard to think!?  He clasped his hands over his ears to try and block out the roar, like violent ocean waves crashing around him, always in the background of his mind.
 
   Haldorum stepped hesitantly.  “Steven, please.  Listen to me.”
 
   Before either of them could say another word, Steve gave a frustrated sound and leaped to the tiger’s back and then urged him away.  The great cat bounded past the old wizard and did not slow in the face of Lurin and Haze.  The woodsman dodged left and Haze moved right as Kayliss barreled forth between them.
 
   Azinon laughed.
 
   Lurin rose to his feet and pulled his bowstring to his cheek.  “I will wipe that smile, sorcerer.”
 
   “No!” Haldorum said waving him off as he ran back.  “We haven’t time for a fight!  We have to find him!”
 
   Lurin hesitated, but then relented, releasing the tension of his bow without loosing and followed the wizard out of the alley.
 
   Scott was already in the van with the engine thrumming when the three of them piled in through the side door.  He did not even wait for the door to slide shut before he floored the gas pedal.
 
   At Steve’s command Kayliss turned right at the next intersection, sending two lines of oncoming traffic into a split of screeching tires and blaring horns down the middle of the street.  Pedestrians to the right scampered for cover as cars veered up onto the sidewalk, smashing into light poles and overturning newspaper and mailboxes; while still others veered left and then struggled to avoid colliding head-on with opposing traffic.
 
   “Do not lose him!” Haldorum cried pointing.
 
   “Hang on!” Scott shouted.  The van rose up on two wheels as he pulled the wheel sharply right.  The vehicle would have continued to roll to its side had he not then jerked the wheel left, bringing the other two wheels back down hard, simultaneously veering them into the opposite lane of traffic.  Scott swerved right again, just missing a Volkswagen Bug and throwing Lurin and Haze across the van for a third time.
 
   The worst of it over, Haldorum exhaled.  “Well done, Scott.”
 
   “Thanks,” he replied.  “Hey, what the hell is up with Steve’s eyes?  Is he sick?”
 
   “More likely possessed.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “Look out, Scott!” Lurin shouted.
 
   The moment Steve and Kayliss raced across the next intersection, a black Cadillac, screaming on its tires, turned sharply into their lane to speed at them head on.
 
   “Shit!” Scott barked with wide eyes.  “What’s with this?”
 
   “Azinon,” Haldorum said.  He reached forward and placed both his hands on the dash of the van.  “Head straight for him.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   Haldorum did not answer, choosing instead to close his eyes as he muttered the ancient words to an arcane spell.  A mild blue glow enveloped his hands and then spread outward to the dashboard.  Scott made a face as it moved across the steering wheel, over his hands and up his arms.  It did not stop, moving over everything until the whole of the vehicle and the passengers within all emanated the same blue glow.
 
   The Cadillac increased speed and swerved in turn, matching move for move Scott’s attempts to avoid a collision.
 
   “Don’t try to avoid him,” Haldorum directed.
 
   “Are you crazy?” Scott said incredulous.  “He’s going to ram us!”
 
   “Not while we are intangible.”
 
   Lurin looked worried and his tone said as much.  “Haldorum, you said this world affects your powers.  How can you be sure?”
 
   With no other choice, Scott laid the pedal to the floor and pressed himself back against his seat.  “I knew this was going to be a bad day.”
 
   The two vehicles closed to the point of impact, but the black Caddy hit them like a rushing zephyr.  For a split second, time seemed to stand still as the van and the Cadillac existed as one superimposed figure over the other.
 
   In the next moment, the two separated and Scott—who had been holding his breath—exhaled explosively.  He checked his rearview mirror in time to see Azinon’s car careen around the next corner out of sight.
 
   Haldorum was looking frantically left and right.  He scanned the streets, the sidewalks to either side, but the young man and tiger they pursued were gone.
 
   “Damn!  Azinon didn’t want to hit us; just distract us.”
 
   Scott almost did not see the streetlight ahead of them change to red.  He pressed the brake pedal hard and brought the van to a screeching stop just before reaching the white line.  
 
   For the first time in what seemed a very long time he did nothing but breathe.  They were all quiet for a full minute before finally he said to Haldorum, “I think I’m starting to understand why you make Steve so nervous.”
 
   Lurin snorted.  “You should try working for him.”
 
   Steve relaxed against the driver’s side door of a white Toyota pickup, seizing the opportunity to rest and think.  With two different parties searching for him—and likely the local authorities—he needed to find an alternate means of transportation.  Besides, riding around Seattle on the back of a twelve-hundred pound tiger was just not conducive to anonymity.
 
   The car lot of the Dodge dealership Kayliss and himself had taken shelter in proved the perfect place to be alone.  Apparently, no one wanted to shop for a car this late in the evening on a Friday night.
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   Steve motioned for Kayliss to remain hidden between the two parked pickup trucks and then walked toward the large central showroom.  Despite the dearth of customers, the lights remained on and no sooner had he stepped through the glass double doors than a well-dressed salesperson—Dave Orlong, by his name tag—in khaki pants and sports coat approached him smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “Something I can help you with, young man?”
 
   Steve smiled and shielded his eyes with one hand as though the sun was shining down overhead.  “Sorry, I’m on antibiotics so I’m a little light sensitive,” he said by way of excuse.  The salesman gave him a curious look but said nothing.   “Anyway, my birthday is tomorrow and I’m interested in that white truck you have out there.  My dad told me to pick out the one I wanted, just so long as I don’t go crazy with the extras.”
 
   Dave’s face lit up at that.  “Well, why didn’t you say so?”  He disappeared briefly into one of the offices and then returned with a pair of keys dangling on his finger.  With a deft motion, he tossed them to Steve and then together they walked out of the building.
 
   Steve pressed the remote and unlocked the doors to a white Dodge Ram 4x4 with chrome rims and eight cylinders under the hood.  The two men entered, Steve in the driver’s seat, and the engine thrummed to life with a turn of the key.  Dave gave him an appreciative grin at the sound.  
 
   “Lots of power in this baby,” he said.
 
   Lots of power.  Steve snorted humorlessly at the thought.
 
   “What the!...” the salesman stammered as the truck bounced heavily on its shocks.  He glanced back over his shoulder and nearly wet himself as the tiger on the other side of the glass bared its fangs in a hiss.
 
   In the midst of Dave’s terrified distraction, Steve reached across and opened the passenger side door.  The salesman toppled out of the vehicle in the next moment at a shove from him.  Suddenly exposed, and likely fearful of being eaten alive, Dave had the presence of mind to quickly scrabble beneath the next vehicle over.  Steve only laughed.
 
   He released the emergency brake and hit the gas.  The passenger door swung closed as the truck lurched forward over the curb and then sped out onto the street.
 
   Azinon watched from the other side of the lot with a malicious grin.  He held out his hand palm up and a wisp of smoke swirled briefly and took shape.  Elated at its summoning—an escape, really—from the ethereal realm, the tiny winged imp danced and spun in wild joy.
 
   “Follow him,” Azinon said simply.  The tiny imp stopped abruptly, for it could do nothing else but comply.  The tiny winged servant of the ethereal plane bowed deeply to his master’s command and then shot upward into the night sky like an arrow.
 
   People swerved and honked their horns in agitation, but Steve didn’t care.  He raced past them heedless of their protests in his hurry to put miles between himself and all otherworldly visitors.  The towering structure of the Space Needle loomed high in the distance and called to him like a beacon.  In the main body of Seattle he could easily lose himself in the night life.  There were at least a half dozen clubs he could name off the top of his head with crowds large enough to hide someone who didn’t want to be found.  
 
   Twenty minutes later Steve pulled the truck onto the “loop” that circled the hot spot of the city.  Traffic moved steadily—as the streetlights allowed—and consisted mostly of young people in their late teens and early twenties, all of whom wanted nothing more than to cruise the loop for a good time.
 
   Stay low, Steve cautioned.  Kayliss growled his assent and lowered his head, his body already hidden beneath the weatherproof car cover the young wizard stopped long enough to throw over him earlier.
 
   Up the street, the bright lights of “The Oz” dance club coruscated in a multi-colored invitation, drawing most of the Friday night crowd to its doors.  Steve circled around the back side of the club and then parked in the rear lot.
 
   “Stay here,” he said to Kayliss.  The cat answered with a wave of emotion interpreted only as disappointment.  Steve sighed and then jumped into the bed of the truck.  “I can’t take you inside,” he explained, stroking the thick fur on the tiger’s head.  He then smiled and added, “But feel free to come and get me if things get too exciting in there.”  Kayliss licked his hand with a coarse tongue in acceptance and Steve left it at that.
 
   A minute later, he rounded the corner of the building and then walked without care to the head of the lengthy line ending at the front doors of the establishment.  There a well-dressed man wearing a black tuxedo with white shirt checked I.D.s before waving people inside.  Tall and muscular, all the regulars recognized him as one of the bouncers not one to be trifled with.
 
   The man reached out and grabbed Steve by the arm as he attempted to walk past.  “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.
 
   Steve jerked his arm away and then glanced at the bouncer’s nametag.  “Inside, Lyle.”  He spoke the name as if the very syllables were rancid on his tongue.
 
   The bouncer’s face twisted into a scowl.  “First of all, watch how you say my name.  Second, you wait in line like everyone else.”
 
   Steve glanced once over his shoulder and snorted.  He flipped out his driver’s license and then pointed out his age.  “Line’s too long, Lyle; but I’m nice and legal-like.”  He turned to walk inside but the bouncer’s strong hand clamped down on his shoulder.
 
   “Don’t make me—“ he started to say.
 
   Steve whirled around.  He seized a fistful of the bouncer’s jacket and threw him into the opposite wall.  The breath left Lyle’s lungs explosively, and he then slumped to the ground gasping for air.  Steve smoothed the fabric of his shirt and then went inside beneath a plethora of astonished stares.
 
   The corridor beyond the entrance grew darker the farther he walked, until finally opening up under dim lights, thundering speakers, and an enormous crowd of people.  Strobes flashed from above and spotlights tumbled on mechanized spindles in time with a techno beat roaring from variously placed, six-foot tall speakers.  Steve maneuvered his way inconspicuously through the press of bodies, lifting a pair of sunglasses from someone’s back pocket as he went.  He moved to the center of the club and stopped at a guardrail overlooking a sunken, hexagonal dance floor below, and rest his forearms upon it.  The air wafting from the mass of bodies below came to him hot and humid, carrying with it the smell of deodorant, hormones, and a hundred different perfumes.  Steve’s attention shifted from one person to the next as he watched them gyrate in time to the music—some more skillfully than others.
 
   After a time, a young blond woman, no more than nineteen years of age, passed nearby and Steve took her by the hand.  Shouting over the music he asked, “Do you want to dance?”
 
   She leaned closer to him.  “What?” she asked just as loudly.
 
   The perfumed scent of her hair filled his nostrils and he shouted even louder than before.  “Do you want to dance?”
 
   She nodded.  “Sure!”
 
   Steve led her around the guardrail and down the short flight of stairs.  The music thumped with a fast-paced energy and they joined the crowd of dancing young people without a care in the world.  The girl smiled and raised her arms into the air as she and Steve danced closer together against the press of the crowd.  In less than a minute, however, the song abruptly ended, and a much slower melody took its place.  All over the dance floor couples came together, wrapping their arms around each other in slow, undulating rhythm.
 
   The young blond—Steve still didn’t know her name—stepped closer and asked, “Who are you, anyway?”
 
   Steve backed away a step.  Something in the way she approached reminded him of Amy.  Her arms snaked up around his neck and he steeled himself against her touch.
 
   Feeling his body go rigid, she asked, “Is something wrong?”
 
   Steve remained silent, forcing himself to endure but unable to relax under her innocent contact.  He reached up then and slowly eased her arms back down to her sides.
 
   “It will not happen again,” he said.  He walked away leaving her standing alone on the dance floor.
 
   He ascended the steps quickly, feeling the press of his anger flare anew.  Mike Simly, Amy Weiland, Haldorum; they taught him a lesson he would never allow himself to forget.  Steve moved purposefully to the back of the club and then seated himself at a small empty table in the corner.
 
                 Never again.
 
   Steve could not be certain how long he sat there, brooding in silence and entertaining dark thoughts of revenge.  He only knew the slow song played itself out, and then several more faster techno songs followed, and still he remained there unmoving.  Only when the dark figure of a man approached and stood before him did Steve come out of his sullen revelry.
 
   He glanced up and just shook his head.  “None of you can seem to take a hint.”
 
   Azinon gathered the folds of his overcoat about himself and then took a seat opposite the young man.  Looking about he said, “You’re a clever one, aren’t you?  Amid a crowd of so many, you are truly difficult to find.”  He looked at Steve pointedly.  “Unless I already know where to look.”
 
   Steve carefully, without moving his head, looked around for anything he could use as a weapon.
 
   “You needn’t fear me,” Azinon said, noticing the attempt without evident concern.  “I am not here to harm you.  I would think you might find that obvious after my help in the alley.”
 
   Steve sighed and sat back in his chair.  The sorcerer obviously had many talents, so the situation was going to require a bit of imagination.  “All right,” he said, “I’m relaxed, but I trust you no more now than I did then.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Now let’s talk about our future, you and I.”
 
   “This shouldn’t take long,” Steve snorted.
 
   Azinon smiled humorlessly at the young man’s sarcasm.  “I think perhaps we have more to discuss than you might think.  A change has come over you—one that I find most interesting.  One that I think may come to serve us both well.”
 
   Steve arched an eyebrow stolidly, revealing more of the darkness swirling in his eyes.  “Oh really?  That’s a surprise coming from you.”
 
   “It should not be,” Azinon shrugged.  “I admit the notion of the Third Power of Mithal, appearing in the body of someone as young as yourself, was difficult to embrace at first.  But now that notion does not appear so farfetched.  As the prophecy foretells, the savior of Mithal shall come from another world.”  He shrugged then.  “Why shouldn’t it be you?”
 
   Steve shrugged as well.  “The point to all this?”
 
   “It’s simple: I want you to work for me.”
 
   Azinon’s expression did not change as Steve laughed in his face.
 
   “And why should I work for you?”
 
   “Because if you do not the death of an entire world shall rest solely upon your young, conscience-ridden shoulders.”
 
   Steve feigned surprise.  “Oh really?  A entire world?  Well then, I guess we’d better get going.”  He shook his head derisively.
 
   Azinon’s patience did not waver.  “Surely the old wizard told you of the plague?”  A glint of recognition appeared in the young man’s eye and Azinon smiled.  “Ah, I see he has.”
 
   “He mentioned it,” Steve conceded.
 
   “Then let me make it perfectly clear.  The plague is a disease of magical origin and does not discriminate over man or beast.  Although sometimes differing in method, all those afflicted meet their end in a most terrible and agonizing manner.  And even then, it does not stop.  After death the body takes on a charred and withered appearance.  Those who have already perished cannot be laid to rest in the ground; the people of Mithal fear, because of its magical origin, the plague will infest the very soil beneath their feet.”  Azinon paused, as though reflecting, and then said, “Hundreds die each day from all the different races on Mithal.”
 
   “From what I’ve heard,” Steve said, “that doesn’t bother you in the slightest.”
 
   “Undoubtedly the wizard’s words,” Azinon replied with a rueful smile.  “Should it surprise you my enemy does not speak highly of me?  His perspective is conveniently Manichean where I am concerned.”
 
   “He says you took the throne by force.  I know that much is true.  I saw everything in the Memsherar—right up to the point where you had the Emperor killed.”
 
   “His councilors, yes,” Azinon admitted.  “They were influential within the kingdom, and that made them dangerous.  But the former emperor yet lives, in the dungeons beneath the castle as punishment for his misdeeds.”
 
   “Okay then,” Steve said indifferent.  “You say Haldorum is the bad guy; Haldorum says you are.  Either way, I couldn’t care less.  I don’t work for either of you.  I’m only here for myself now.”
 
   “Then you would let Mithal die?” the sorcerer said, sounding unconvinced.
 
   “Maybe,” Steve shrugged.
 
   Azinon sat quietly for a time and then finally asked, “How can it be that you would risk your life to save the sister of your girlfriend, risk it again to save some hapless wench’s virtue, and still again to hunt down a nameless vagabond who robbed a clerk, only to refuse your help to an entire world which has prophesied your coming?”  He pondered a moment and then said, “There is somehow a connection here, wouldn’t you say?  Something between this and whatever power has changed you.”
 
   “Steve?”
 
   He turned at the sound of his name and was surprised to find Sonya standing over him, dressed in new blue jeans and a sapphire blouse.
 
   “I thought that was you!” she exclaimed.  “What are you doing here?  You never mentioned it.”
 
   “I hadn’t planned on it,” he replied, and then self-consciously pushed his sunglasses to the top of his nose to hide his eyes.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m always here on Fridays—you know that.”
 
   “Of course, Steve, you knew that,” Azinon repeated.  Rising from his seat he said, “Allow me, dear lady, for our friend appears in little temperament for introductions.  I am Azinon.  And you are?”
 
   “Sonya,” she finished.  She blushed when Azinon raised her hand to his lips and kissed the back of her hand.
 
   “A beautiful name for a beautiful lady,” he said.
 
   Steve rolled his eyes at the sorcerer’s unabashed flattery.
 
   Sonya seated herself beside her friend and asked, “Steve, do you mind if I ask you something?”
 
   “Not if it’s about what I think it is,” he replied levelly.  In present company, he did not wish to discuss anything about the event in Mr. Nicoletta’s class.  “Right now really wouldn’t be a good time.”
 
   Sonya glanced once to the stranger seated beside them and seemed to get the hint.  “So what brings you guys out here?” she asked instead.
 
   Before Steve could capitalize on her attempt to change the subject Azinon responded, “Actually, Steve and I were just discussing plans for his future.  It seems an old acquaintance of mine and I are at odds to employ him.”
 
   “Shut up,” Steve hissed.  “She’s not a part of this.”
 
   “But our young friend here remains uncertain as to whose employment he shall court.  Perhaps you could tell me something, my dear...”
 
   Steve moved with the speed of a striking serpent but the sorcerer caught his fist halfway across the table in the palm of his hand.  Azinon’s grip was unnaturally strong and clamped down on Steve’s fist like a vice while his will flowed up the contact like a flash of electricity.  Steve felt the sorcerer’s will reach into his mind, sifting through his memories and playing them back like a movie seen from behind his eyes.  He fought back as Azinon paused over one memory in particular, and his anger flared anew as he relived it for the intruder in his mind.
 
   Their hands broke apart like snapping tension wire and Steve settled back angrily in his seat rubbing his hand.
 
   “Interesting,” Azinon said, looking thoughtful as he dabbed at a line of sweat that had formed on his brow with a kerchief.  “Somehow, Amy is responsible for bringing out this callous, vengeful side of you.”  He smirked.  “How very interesting, and so very pathetic, all at the same time.”
 
   “Steve, what just happened?” Sonya asked slightly wide-eyed.
 
   Azinon went on as though Sonya were not even there.  “Why deny it?” he asked.  “Amy may have betrayed you, but look what it has done for you.  You are free!  Look in the mirror and tell me I am wrong.”
 
   “What happened between the two of us has nothing to do with you,” he growled.
 
   “I am not your enemy, young man.  I came here because we need each other.  If you restore my kingdom, as you are already destined to do, I will ensure no one ever hurts you again.  On my world you will be revered; your power shall grant you the highest station in the realm, second only to my own.”
 
   Sonya looked from one to the other uncertainly.  “I don’t understand,” she said.  “Steve, has something happened between you and Amy?”
 
   “Nothing!” he barked.  The force in his voice shocked her visibly, and to Azinon he said, “Amy betrayed me, yes, and I’m going to make damn sure she pays for it, but I don’t need your help with that.”
 
   The sorcerer effected a viper’s smile.  “But help with Haldorum is another matter.”
 
   Steve could feel the First Power’s presence drawing closer, as Azinon undoubtedly did too.  He closed his eyes and only with a maximum of effort did he prevent his rage from fulfilling its desire for him to stand and lash out at everyone around him; to prepare a battlefield of destruction until the wizard could get there.  But he did not, though the next few words of his sentence were spoken through gritted teeth.  “You want me to fix your world, fine, but you help me settle my score with that one.  I’m not strong enough to do it alone.”
 
   Azinon leaned back in his seat with a Cheshire smile, slowly folding his hands on the table before him.  “Of course.”
 
   Sonya tapped Steve lightly on the shoulder and seemed to surprise him that she was still there.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   He blinked several times, uncertain what to say for a moment, and then, “I don’t have any time for that.”
 
   Without another word, Sonya stood and left the table.  Steve did not move for long moments, telling himself it didn’t matter, but he nevertheless watched her back as she maneuvered through the crowd away from him.  He didn’t understand exactly why, but he did not want this to be the way he said goodbye.  With a sigh, he rose to his feet.
 
   “Let her go,” Azinon said without emotion.
 
   Steve hesitated, conflicted.
 
   “You owe her nothing,” Azinon said.  “She is nothing.  Let her go.”
 
   If there was one thing she could certainly never be to him, it was nothing.  Steve walked away and followed Sonya into the crowd.  He caught up with her at the guardrail surrounding the sunken dance floor as she stood silent and unmoving, looking over the side.
 
   Now in the direct line of the blaring speakers he had to shout nearly at the top of his lungs to be heard.  “I’m sorry, Sonya.”
 
   She did not turn.
 
   “Look, I shouldn’t have spoken to you that way.  I’m very sorry.  I didn’t mean it towards you.”
 
   She answered without looking up.  “Does this mean you’re going to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “About Amy?”
 
   Sonya shook her head.  “I understand she hurt you somehow, but that’s your business.  What I want to know is what’s going on with these strange people who keep popping up.  And what the heck happened in class today?”
 
   “I—I can’t tell you that,” he said.
 
   Sonya whirled on him; beautiful, he noted, even when angry.  “And why not?  Steve, you’re into something that’s really starting to scare me.  People don’t just pop in and out of rooms, and this latest friend of yours…”  She shook her head.  “What the heck is going on?”
 
   “I really don’t think you’d believe me if I told you.”
 
   Sonya tilted her head and gave him a look that told him exactly how ridiculous that sounded.  “Not believe it?  Steve, I’ve seen a tiger behave like you were the most important thing in the world to it, and an old man who makes people disappear with better special effects than Steven Spielberg.  What’s left not to believe?”
 
   Steve’s life was growing ever more complicated and it was starting to wear.  He wanted to tell her, truly, but telling her meant involving her—which he was sure they would both regret.  But not telling her would leave her feeling he did not trust her—that he was selfishly keeping her in the dark—even if he was actually trying to protect her.  She would resent him, and for some reason he could not readily identify that thought bothered him profoundly.
 
   Finally, he shrugged.  “All right, fine.  You want to know the truth?  Then I’ll tell you, but not here.  I’d prefer not to scream all this at the top of my lungs.”
 
   Sonya nodded and then Steve turned to go—only to find his way blocked by three tuxedoed men built like linebackers.  The center man Steve recognized as the same bouncer who had attempted to bar his entry to the club.  The other two were new faces: one a dark-skinned man sporting a head full of dreadlocks; the other a red-bearded, red-haired bruiser with a military crew cut.
 
   “Hiya’, kid,” Lyle said with eyes like a housecat that just found a flopping goldfish on the floor.  “This is Dozer,” he said inclining his head first left—“and Brock,”—he finished with a tilt to the right.  “They’ll be escorting you out—“ his eyes narrowed—“as soon as I’m finished.”
 
   Steve didn’t need to hear any more.  This was just another headache he did not need, and his anger flared, flooding his every cell with blood-born magic.  
 
   Lyle never even saw the front kick that felt like it could have launched his testicles to the back of his throat.  Steve then pivoted on the ball of his left foot and side-kicked the big man in the chest with such force the bouncer left his feet for the second time that night, knocking down a half dozen club patrons like bowling pins as he went.  The combination attack happened in less than a second and Steve was not finished yet.  He seized the wrist of the man to his left—the red-haired man Lyle referred to as Brock—and simultaneously pulled the man’s arm to full extension while wrenching his wrist sharply clockwise.  The suddenness of the move bent Brock over at the waist.  Steve’s foot lashed out again, connecting with the man’s nose in an upward kick that snapped him up and over onto his back.
 
   Steve turned and the lights dazzled as Dozer’s fist met with his cheek.  The blow rocked him off his balance, sending his sunglasses flying, and he staggered backwards into and over the railing behind him.
 
   Sonya shrieked as Steve disappeared over the side.  Dozer was rubbing the knuckles of his fist with a smirk when Sonya swung at him.  The bouncer caught first her right wrist as she attempted to slap him, then her left, and then smiled leeringly in her face before shoving her hard to the floor.  Sonya landed painfully on her side, grimacing against the pain, but did not cry out.
 
   Steve soared back up over the rail as though rebounding from a trampoline below, tucking his legs up nearly to his chest as he cleared the handrail.  He landed nimbly with the light of the crystal blazing on his chest.  Dozer stepped forward with a wide right hook but his younger adversary dropped under this and struck him square in the abdomen with a fist like a sledgehammer.  The bouncer’s knees buckled but Steve’s left hand shot straight up and seized him around the throat before he could hit the floor.  The man’s eyes bulged as the young wizard tightened his grip and slowly stood upright with his arm at full extension.  Feeling the power of the crystal coursing through his very blood, Steve lifted the bouncer off the ground and sneered at his prey’s desperate attempts to break the vice-like hold.  
 
   The reflection of the crystal shined like distant twin stars in the pupils of the man’s bulging eyes as pure magical energy fueled Steve’s muscles and heightened his senses, feeding his rage.  A wild-eyed smile split his face as he reveled in the feeling that nothing in the world could stand against him.
 
   Sonya watched from the floor open-mouthed at what should have been impossible.  Steve should not have had the leverage with both hands—let alone the strength in one—to hold the huge man up at arm’s length.
 
   “Steve, don’t!” she cried.
 
   But he did not hear.  Even the blasting music of the club could not match the roar of mystical energy flooding him.  
 
   Sonya jumped to her feet and then stepped between Steve and the man he held in a murderous grip—and then gasped when she saw his eyes.  “My God!  Steve, what is happening?”  
 
   She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight.  “Steve, please!  Please don’t do this!”
 
   He did not move.  He may well have been a stone statue for all outward signs of acknowledgement—but he could feel Sonya’s warm body against him, and it edged him away from the madness.  
 
   Why did it matter?  What does she matter?  He tried to force all other thoughts from his mind but the answer to his question echoed repeatedly in his thoughts.
 
   Because she is your friend.  And she means something.
 
   Steve opened his hand and Dozer slumped like a two-hundred and fifty pound sack of potatoes to the ground.  The fitful gasps of air he drew in told everyone the bouncer was going to the hospital, but he would be all right.
 
   Sonya held him even tighter and placed a hand soothingly on the back of his head.  “It’s okay, Steve.  We’re going to figure this out.”
 
   The sweet smell of her hair filled his nostrils and he slowly, hesitantly, raised his arms and hugged her back.
 
   At their feet, a shimmering blue line traced a large circle around the two of them.  In the next moment, startled screams erupted from the crowd as a column of intense blue light erupted like a geyser and swallowed the two young people in an instant.  And then it was gone.
 
   Azinon’s voice resonated with magical power as he flew up from his chair like a charging lion.  “You dare!” he boomed.  “He is mine!”
 
   “Was yours,” Haldorum returned just as loudly, his own voice an auditory illusion perceived by all within line of sight.  “When next you meet him he shall be as he was before!  I’ve seen to it.”
 
   Azinon looked to speak again, but instead reached down and wrapped his fingers around the shaft of one of the stone tables near him.  He tore the furniture from the floor, the bolts securing it in place tearing like clay, and then hurled it at the elevated sound booth to the right of the gyrating pit of adolescent bodies.  The disk jockey’s eyes widened a split second before he dived out of the way.  The table smashed through the front glass wall of the booth, rending electrical equipment to fragments and cutting the music off abruptly amid a wild shower of sparks and falling safety glass.  Young people on and off the dance floor looked shocked at the sudden wreckage.
 
   Over the murmurings of the crowd Azinon asked, “How did you find him?”
 
   Lurin and Haze moved from either side of the wizard but he motioned them still.  “Does it matter?”
 
   Azinon snorted.  “And where are the rest of your warriors, old man?  You’ve never dared face me before without the whole of your precious Resistance at your back.”  He turned his head and looked at him sidelong tauntingly.  “Have you finally gone senile?”
 
   Haldorum appeared unphased by the taunt.  “Your insults betray you, sorcerer; a paltry attempt to hide your fear, if ever there was one.  Tell me, does the prophecy really have you so shaken?”
 
   Azinon laughed shortly.  “The prophecy says the wheels of destiny shall be set in motion with the coming of the Third.  Exactly what do I have to fear in that?”
 
   “Read the signs, Azinon.  They speak for themselves.”
 
   A bald man with a salt and pepper mustache, dressed in a black suit, stepped up to Azinon clearly angered.  Either a manager, or perhaps the owner himself, he pointed to the wreckage of the sound booth.  “That was forty thousand dollars worth of equipment in there!  I’m going to sue your ass for every penny of it and then some!  You’ll wish you—“
 
   Azinon did not even look at the man as he grabbed him by the face and lifted him from the ground.  All watched as he threw the man backwards into a crowd of onlookers.  “Enough talk!” he bellowed.  He looked to the side and in response to his will another stone table near him ripped free of its bolts.  It hung there, suspended in the air, until the sorcerer turned his gaze on the wizard and it sailed across the expanse of the club with frightening speed.
 
   From nowhere a staff appeared in Haldorum’s hands and from it issued a bolt of fiery blue light.  It struck the table in midair over the dance floor, exploding on contact and sending a thousand fragments in all directions.  The people below scattered under the rain of pelting pebbles and a cloud of dust.  Some clambered up the stairs in a rush, anything to get off the dance floor, while still others jumped to the guardrail and pulled themselves over.  In less than a minute the floor was clear.
 
   The crowd nearest Azinon already kept a cautious distance from the sorcerer, but cleared an even wider area with a startled murmur as he drew a sword from the folds of his coat.   They watched seemingly mesmerized as he descended the staircase to the dance floor.
 
   “Let me,” Haze whispered in the wizard’s ear.
 
   Haldorum shook his head, gripping his staff firmly in both hands.  “No.  This is not a battle that can be won by steel alone.”
 
   “Haldorum,” Lurin pressed, his tone suggesting he knew very well what was running through the wizard’s mind.  “What foolishness are you contemplating?”
 
   The blue-robed wizard watched the sorcerer steely-eyed.  “I can end this,” he said.  “Even if it cost me my own life, I can save a world here and now.”
 
   “And if he kills you?” Lurin said to his back.
 
   Haldorum did not answer; only descended the stairs to the sunken dance floor.
 
   Young onlookers from all over pressed in at the railing above the two combatants; some muttering excitedly, some clearly frightened.  The mass of bodies crowded against the rail and jostled for the best view.
 
   Azinon and Haldorum advanced toward the center of the dance floor, each holding his weapon at the ready: the sorcerer with his slender blade in his right hand, its ornately shaped guard gleaming in the light; the wizard with his staff before him, the metal at both ends glinting ominously.
 
   The crowd of young people above watched as the dark-haired opponent with the pony tail smiled confidently, circling his adversary who remained steadfast and solemn.
 
   Azinon moved first with a low swing toward the abdomen, a move to disembowel, but Haldorum blocked the blade well outside his body.  A loud clash issued from the contact and a brilliant explosion of sparks startled the crowd: blue from the staff, red from the sword.
 
   Haldorum pressed the attack then, swinging three times with alternate ends of his staff.  Azinon gave ground as he parried each of these expertly, and the echoes of the magically charged weapons filled the club.
 
   “You’re slow, old man,” Azinon said with a sneer.  He pressed the attack with a combination of strikes and then it was the wizard’s turn to retreat.  The icy cold of the sorcerer’s blade ducked inside Haldorum’s defense on the third attack and cut cleanly across the shoulder.
 
   Haldorum staggered back with a painful hiss and clutched at the wound with one hand.  Tiny flecks of red light danced around the edges of the cut.
 
   “Come now,” Azinon said, “why so surprised?  You didn’t seriously believe yourself my equal?  You are old, wizard; hardly a match for a man both younger and more powerful.”
 
   From both the front entrance and the rear, police swarmed in and pushed their way through the throngs of club patrons.  Two dozen police stopped all along the surrounding rail and halfway down the stairwells with guns drawn and pointed down toward the spectacular battle that continued to rage before them.  Light danced between the two combatants, sometimes coursing jaggedly across the floor, scorching the glossed wood as it went while every clash of their weapons wracked their eardrums.
 
   The senior-ranking detective managed to regain his composure then and shouted, “Drop your weapons!”
 
   The two combatants stopped abruptly then.  They backed cautiously away one step, but did not look away, one from the other.  Haldorum panted heavily while Azinon, in the black three-quarter length coat, seemed only slightly winded.
 
   “Drop your weapons and step away with your hands behind your head!”
 
   Lurin and Haze leaped the railing and landed by Haldorum’s side.  There was a brilliant pillar of light and then all were gone.  Police and patrons alike looked all around but the three were nowhere to be seen.  The police detective then looked across the floor to where the dark stranger stood but he too was gone.
 
   “Spread out and cover the exits!” a sergeant shouted.  “Nobody leaves!”
 
   
  
 

Chapter VII
 
   Sonya opened her eyes slowly.  She looked up wearily at the face of the full moon and a sky full of stars and frowned her confusion.  She started to sit up but gasped at the ache in her side and apparently decided remaining still on the ground was a much better plan.  So she lay there motionless in the cool grass, listening dreamily to the night sounds around her and soon drifted off to sleep.
 
   She awakened again beneath a mid-morning sun.  She turned her head and Steve was sitting beside her, looking down on her sleepy face from a sitting position, his legs bent and forearms resting on his knees.
 
   “Morning,” he greeted with an embarrassed half smile.
 
   Sonya groaned as she brought herself up on her elbows.  
 
   “Are you okay?” Steve asked.
 
   “I took a kick to the ribs last night, but it’s better.”  She laughed weakly, wincing as she put her hand to her side.  “At least I know how that happened.  Steve, your eyes were…”
 
   He nodded and looked away.  “Yeah, I know.”  He then shrugged and added, “But I seem to be back to my old self now.”
 
   Sonya looked loathe to ask but, “And what happened to that new self?”
 
   “This world,” Steve said glancing upward.  “I’m still trying to sort it all out, but something about this world…the magic here.  I felt it.”
 
   Sonya looked around them as she blinked the sleep from her eyes.  They had no way of knowing just how long they had been lying on the hillside—but Steve guessed it had been several hours, at least.  From their vantage point they could see outlying farm fields a short way off surrounding a small town in its center.  Several roads cut through the farmland and allowed easy passage from any one of several directions.
 
   “Any idea where we are?”
 
   Steve looked around them briefly, taking note of the mountains in the west.  The location was new but this was unmistakably—“Mithal,” he finished aloud.
 
   Sonya cocked an eyebrow.  “Say again?”
 
   Steve inhaled slowly and his cheeks puffed out on the exhale.  “Looks like it’s time for that conversation you wanted.  I hope you’re in for a long story.”  Going all the way back to Mr. Jacobs’ will, Steve recounted everything from the moment he was given the crystal, his accidental use of magic, his meeting with Azinon, all the way up to when Sonya herself had entered the picture at The Oz.
 
   When he had finished Sonya just looked at him for long moments.  After a while, “You do realize just how fantastic all of that sounds, right?”
 
   Steve’s smile was rueful.  “Only too well,” he replied, “but look where we are; look what you’ve seen.”
 
   Sonya tilted her head at the point made.  “This is a lot to take in,” she said finally.
 
   The two of them sat in silence for a time, thinking quietly to themselves.  The truth of the matter was neither really knew what to do next.  After a while, Steve climbed to his feet and dusting off the back of his khaki cargo pants, resolved that going anywhere was better than nowhere.  “Well, unless you have a better idea, I say we try and mingle with the natives.  Maybe somebody down there can tell us just where Haldorum zapped us to.”
 
   Sonya inhaled and exhaled deeply, then nodded.  “Why not?”
 
   Steve took her hand and helped her to her feet, then together they walked side-by-side toward town.  They reached one of the dirt roads leading through the cultivated fields in a short time and followed it.  The farther they travelled the more field hands they passed; lean but strong workers dressed in homespun breaches and tunics, trudging solemnly about their daily routines.  These people said nothing but Steve and Sonya both caught them quickly averting their eyes whenever they looked in their direction.  Sonya stuck close to Steve’s side, clearly uncomfortable under the suspicious looks of these country folk.  Steve himself remained wary.  It was uncomfortable being the center of attention for so many people, and their dubious stares when they thought he wasn’t looking was a little too Deliverance for his liking.  The best thing for now, he reasoned, was just to keep walking and pretend not to notice.
 
   “You there!”
 
   Steve and Sonya both turned around and, before them, standing half in the field and half in the road, a large man dressed in the same home spun and rough-hewn shoes addressed them.  He held a shovel in tough calloused hands and an ugly scowl on his unshaven face.  “What’s your business here?” he demanded.
 
   Steve stepped between Sonya and this potential threat cautiously and said, “I don’t think that has anything to do with you.”
 
   The man’s scowl deepened at that.
 
   Another man approached the first from the field and then stopped at the edge of the road.  Smaller than his fellow, but dressed in the same manner, he addressed the other farm hand with fear in his voice.  “Gerr,” he said imploringly.  “Look at his tunic.  The symbol!”
 
   The larger man spied the sigil on the stranger’s shirt and then his confidence seemed to drain from him then like a deflating balloon.  Seeing this, Steve played a bluff.  “Yes, Gerr,” he said coldly, “perhaps there is something else you’d like to say to me.”
 
   The big man quickly removed his straw hat and lowered his head.  “Please forgive me, my lord.  I did not recognize you.  I only sought to guard against intruders – for the sake of Lord Borathis.”
 
   Steve said nothing; only turned and walked away, urging Sonya along with him.
 
   “What happened?” Sonya asked.
 
   “What do you mean what happened?” Steve whispered.  “You were standing right there – you heard him.”
 
   “A lot of good that does me when neither of you speak English,” she retorted.
 
   Steve stopped short and faced her.  “What?”
 
   Sonya jabbed a thumb back in the direction they came.  “That guy back there shouted something, and then you answered him in…whatever language that was.  All I know is that it wasn’t English.”
 
   Steve tilted his head at her.  “Sonya, if you’re screwing with me this is a really bad time for jokes.”  She folded her arms across her chest and gave him a pert look.  “Okay, okay,” Steve said surrendering under her icy stare.  “But I don’t get it.  How is that even possible?”  
 
   “I’m not the person you should be asking.  You’re the magic man, remember?”
 
   Steve stood there a moment, running the conversation back through his mind, and suddenly realized to his great surprise Sonya was right.  He had simply changed languages without a thought, as though it had been nothing at all.  To test the ability he spoke again.  It felt normal—natural even, as though he had been speaking it since birth.  The words flowed from his mouth with a smooth and beautiful rhythm, almost like music.
 
   “Well, it looks as if you’re going to be translating for the rest of our stay here,” Sonya said poking him in the side to get him walking again.
 
   Steve continued to ramble on to himself in the strange tongue as he went.
 
   As the two approached the first permanent structures of the settlement ahead, they heard the buzzing drone of a crowd from the market square situated on the edge of town.  People moved about from one stand to another, some more sturdy in appearance than others, in their attempt to get the most for their coin, while those who were there strictly to sell their wares shouted bargains that changed from one minute to the next in an attempt to best their competition and draw in the crowd.
 
   Steve listened actively to everything around him, now acutely aware of the foreign tongue and fascinated by his comprehension, seemingly oblivious to how people went out of their way to clear a path before the young man with the embroidered red knot work on his shirt.
 
   Sonya stopped and turned when something tugged at the back of her jeans.  The child, no more than seven years of age, held his hand out to her, his eyes wide and pleading.  In the next moment, Steve was by her side asking, “What’s up?”
 
   “It’s this little boy,” Sonya replied.  “Look at him – he’s so cute!  Ask him what he wants.”  Steve did so and the boy replied.
 
   “He’s begging for money,” Steve said, pulling out a quarter.  He then realized regretfully his money would hold no value here.  The little boy’s eyes, however, brightened with excitement when he saw the shiny coin.  “You want this?” he asked.  Steve shrugged and placed the quarter in the boy’s eager hand.  As though fearing someone would snatch it from him, he tucked it quickly away inside his dirty rags.  “Wait,” Steve said to the lad, careful to speak in this new tongue.  The boy hesitated in his retreat and waited as Steve withdrew the last of his change: two dimes, three nickels and a penny.  The boy’s eyes seemed ready to pop from their sockets as Steve gave the coins over to him.
 
   The little boy stood there a moment, open-mouthed as he regarded the coins.  His fingers closed around them, and then he wrapped his arms around Steve’s waist, hugging him with all the strength his thin arms could muster.  Just as quickly, he turned and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   Steve was a little bewildered, and he looked over then and saw Sonya was smiling at him.  “That was very sweet,” she said.  “I only wish I’d had a camera.”
 
   He smiled back with a shrug.  “What can I say?  He’s a cute kid.”
 
   “And so are you.”  Sonya laughed when she saw his cheeks redden at the remark.
 
   Steve cleared his throat uneasily.  “We should probably keep going.”
 
   Sonya made a show of trying to keep a straight face and said, “Sure.  But you might want to clean up a bit first.”  She raised a finger to her chin to indicate where Steve had a smudge on his face.
 
   Steve wiped at his chin but only succeeded in smearing the dirt even further.  He looked at the smudge on his hand, “I guess he wanted to leave me with something, too.”
 
   Sonya smiled.  “Here, let me get it.”  She touched her finger to her tongue and wiped at his chin.
 
   “—best deal!”
 
   Sonya spun around.
 
   “Something wrong?” Steve asked.
 
   “I thought I heard…no, nothing.  Never mind.”  She turned and wiped at his chin again.
 
   “—fresh bread here!”
 
   She whirled again.  “I know I heard it that time.  Steve, I understood him!”
 
   “What?” he asked puzzled.  “How could you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied, looking puzzled and excited at the same time.  “I heard him the first time, but then I…wait a minute.”  She reached out and clamped her hand over Steve’s mouth.
 
   “It’s a steal, I tell you!  Two coppers!”
 
   Sonya gasped.  “Steve, it’s you!  I touch you and I can understand them!”  Steve mumbled something and Sonya removed her hand.  “What?”
 
   “I said can you speak?” he asked.
 
   She took his hand in her own.  “There’s one way --,” she began in English, “—to find out,” she finished in the same melodious language of Mithal.  Her eyes grew even wider.  “I can!”
 
   “Hold on a second,” Steve said still confused.  “How does this make any sense?  Haldorum had to cast a spell.  I’m not doing anything.”
 
   “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” she breathed excitedly.  “But I love it!”
 
   For the next two hours, Sonya led him by the hand through the marketplace, stopping to talk with the merchants in Mithalian.  Steve knew she had no intention to buy, as they held no  native currency, but only wanted to exercise her ability in the language.  Steve noted their mere presence made the locals immediately uncomfortable, and the merchants themselves were nervously polite in the extreme, but he shrugged it aside.  Judging from the way the farm hand on the road had reacted at the mere thought of him working for Borathis—whomever he was—he could hardly blame them.  Whomever this Borathis was to these people, he clearly was one to avoid.
 
   Crude looking wagons moved up and down streets separate from the market square, drawn by old and overworked horses, many of which looked as though they might expire right where they stood.  Other streets appeared designated only for pedestrians.  The most salient and consistent feature of the day, however, was the people themselves: impoverished, dispirited, almost downtrodden.  Borathis, Steve thought, must be a very harsh master.
 
   Sonya’s urge to speak with every person she met, to Steve’s great relief, finally began to subside sometime before noon, by which time they found themselves located on a street, although centrally located and easily accessible, sparsely traveled.  The buildings here stood as single storied wood and brick structures, like the rest in town, but the windows had been boarded up—and hastily by the look of it.  Horizontally placed planks, hammered in place with nails more often than not bent over rather than pounded in straight, barred the shutters.
 
   “That’s weird,” Sonya commented.  “Are they condemned?  Off-limits for some reason?”
 
   “Yeah,” Steve agreed.  “Except the doors aren’t boarded up.”  He pointed to several such doorways and Sonya could only shake her head and wonder.
 
   A wagon came to a stop outside one such doorway and the driver, who wore a cloth tied about his face, hopped down and hurriedly placed a large basket of food just outside the door.  Without further delay, he climbed back up to the wooden bench seat and spurred the horse forward as though the devil himself were at his heels.
 
   “Okaaaaay,” Sonya said as she digested the strange occurrence.  “That was odd.”
 
   “Look,” Steve said pointing.
 
   The door to the building opened slowly and a rag–covered arm with no hand reached out and hooked the basket handle with a wrist bone and dragged it inside.
 
   “Oh my God,” Sonya gasped, “how terrible! Did you see the way it was all blackened at the end?”
 
   Steve’s eyes were still on the door, now closed, as an unpleasant thought formed in his mind.  “Yes,” he answered absently.
 
   Another open-bed wagon moved onto the street, moving slowly this time.  The driver, hooded and wearing a black full-length robe, held a switch in his left hand.  He reined the horse in on the right side of the dusty road in front of the same building.
 
   “Wait here a minute,” Steve told Sonya.
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
   He held up a hand as he left to stay her from following him.  “I’m just checking on a hunch.”  Steve drew himself up and assumed a haughty confidence he hoped typical of one of Borathis’s men.
 
   “You there,” Steve said as he crossed the road.  The black clad wagoner turned his head, his features hidden by his hood.  “What are you bringing here?”
 
   “Another of the doomed, my lord,” the driver replied.  By the raspy sound of his voice and the frail age-spotted hands, the driver himself had to be pushing eighty years old.
 
   Steve went to the side of the wagon and peered down on a body lying covered by a ragged blanket.  “How bad off is he?” Steve asked.
 
   “Not yet as serious as some, but he will be soon enough.”
 
   “I want to see him,” Steve commanded.  “Show him to me.”
 
   The driver paused beneath his robes unmoving, and then said, “Lord, far be it from me to council you on your decisions, but I do not think it wise for you to risk contamination.  As you know, the disease is magical and widely believed only a touch needed for infection.”
 
   “Then give me your switch,” Steve ordered.  The driver handed it over hesitantly, and Steve lifted the blanket enough so he could see the face of the person beneath.  What he saw repulsed him.  The man’s hair—what remained of it—hung in thin, ragged tendrils and his sightless eyes stared blindly from orbs glazed white.  Though not burned, his skin appeared charred in places and clung tightly like a thin film over his skull, his lips drawn taut over his teeth.  Pus oozed from three quarter-size blisters on his face like syrup.
 
   Steve let the blanket fall again and stepped back, feeling suddenly sick to his stomach.  He held the switch out but the driver made no move to take it.  “Just leave it in the back, my lord.”  Steve quickly dropped it next to the diseased body and backed away.
 
   “You say he isn’t as bad as the others?”
 
   The driver shrugged, “He is quite mad, and blind as well, but he still has all of his limbs.  Nothing rotted away as yet.”
 
   Steve turned and covered his mouth with his forearm as he felt a visceral need to vomit threatening to overtake him.  He needed to leave and get as far away from there as possible.  He walked back across the street to Sonya and led her away by the hand.
 
   “Steve, what’s wrong?  What was back there?”
 
   “The people here are very sick,” he explained simply.  “That’s why this place is sectioned off from everything else.”
 
   Steve moved at a hurried pace until they were both some distance from the wagon and its grim cargo.  Sonya did not ask any further questions about what he had seen—and it was doubtful Steve would have answered them anyway.
 
   Ten minutes later they were both well from the cordoned off area of the town when Sonya finally spoke.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.”
 
   Steve groaned.  Until a short while ago he had been hungry.  But he had to admit neither he nor Sonya had eaten since last night, and now at high noon he was sure at least Sonya needed something.
 
   “I guess we should find something to eat,” he said.
 
   “Ya’ think?” she teased.
 
   Steve managed a weak smile but found even this difficult.  He looked around briefly and said, “I suppose I could just pretend to be a lord again and order someone to give us some food, but I wouldn’t feel right about that at all.  Hold on a second!”  He reached into his back pocket to retrieve his wallet saying, “Maybe we could trade my wallet for…”
 
   “What’s the matter?” Sonya asked.
 
   Steve searched his other pockets but found nothing there.  “My wallet – it’s gone.  Who could have…”  He then remembered the little boy whom he had given his change to.  “I don’t believe it, that kid stole my wallet!”
 
   “What?  Come on, Steve,” Sonya scolded him.  “I know you’re not talking about that cute little boy.”
 
   “Damn straight, I am!  It had to have been.  No one else has come within six feet of us.  When he hugged me he stole my wallet!”
 
   Sonya didn’t speak for several moments, and then a slow smile spread across her face, threatening to become a laugh.  “A toddler stole your wallet?”
 
   “Oh, thank you so much for your concern,” Steve replied sarcastically.  “Unless you have something, now we’re broke and hungry.”
 
   Sonya’s smile faded at that.  “Yeah, there is that.”  After a moment she brightened.  “What about magic?”
 
   Steve was already shaking his head.  “Bad idea.  I’m not big with the control yet.  And Haldorum said I broadcast every time I use it.”
 
   Sonya nodded at this.  “And if you used it, Azinon could find us.”
 
   “Exactly.  It was after midnight when Haldorum sent us here, which means Azinon can’t cross over until midnight tonight, but I’ve no idea if that means he can’t communicate with anybody on this side.  If I used magic to get Haldorum’s attention there is no way to tell who would show up first:  Azinon’s friends or Haldorum himself—and I have a feeling this guy, Borathis, is one of Azinon’s boys.”
 
   “I see what you mean,” Sonya said.  “What do we do then?”
 
   Steve shrugged.  “Maybe we could find a job.”
 
   Sonya looked around and scratched at her forehead.  “Well, I suppose we don’t have much choice.  How do you want to go about it?”
 
   “We could both split up.  That would cover a lot more area and—”
 
   Sonya was shaking her head.  “No good.  I can’t understand a thing without you.”
 
   Steve gave her an ah-that’s-right look and then a mischievous half smile crossed his lips.  “Gosh,” he said playfully, “I feel so…needed.”
 
   She chucked him on the arm though she too smiled.  “Will you get serious?  I’m starving to death and you’re making jokes!”  She made as if to hit him again, and he ducked artfully away.
 
   “Okay, okay, I’m sorry.  You’re right, we’ve got to think.”  He wiped his mouth as though that would wipe away his smile, but failed miserably.  Then suddenly he had an idea.  “Wait a second, why not farm work?  There were all kinds of farmhouses surrounding this town.  Maybe we could exchange a little work for some food and a place to spend the night.”
 
   “Now that,” Sonya replied, “just might work.  There are also many jobs on a farm that won’t require a whole lot of talking.  Of course, it won’t be the most glamorous thing I’ve ever done.”
 
   Steve crossed his arms over his chest.  “Do you mean to tell me you’ve never had to get your hands dirty before?”
 
   Sonya shrugged, “I’m afraid pulling weeds in my mom’s flower garden is about as down and dirty as I’ve ever been.”
 
   “Well, this should be interesting,” Steve grinned.  He took her hand again and the two of them set off.
 
   The following two hours brought them disappointment after disappointment, however.  The people at every farmstead they visited refused even to speak with them, let alone open their doors.  Steve was both surprised, and annoyed, they couldn’t even afford them that minor courtesy.  He knocked softly on each door and did his best to avoid any intimidating gestures.  Sometimes the door would open but before Steve could utter a word they would slam the door in his face.
 
   “What in the hell is everyone’s problem?” Steve said frustrated in the face of another bolted door.
 
   Sonya didn’t answer, only placed her hand over her stomach to quell the latest noisy rumble.
 
   “We didn’t want your help anyway!” Steve shouted through the door.  He then turned and stormed off the porch with Sonya following closely behind.
 
   “Is there any place we haven’t tried yet?” she asked as they walked.
 
   “Yeah, there’s one over there,” he replied pointing.
 
   They walked on toward the next farmhouse without speaking for a time and then, to break the silence, Sonya said, “I don’t think I can ever remember being this hungry.”
 
   Steve exhaled, running a hand through his hair.  “I’m sorry, Sonya.  Maybe we should have stayed in town and tried there.”
 
   She returned a comforting smile.  “It isn’t your fault.  Besides, somehow I get the feeling we would have been treated the same no matter where we went.”
 
   In twenty minutes, they were standing outside yet another home, this one surrounded by acres of wheat.  Steve stepped up to the door and collected himself, taking a deep breath to calm his agitation.  He looked once to Sonya and she smiled encouragingly, holding up two hands with fingers crossed.  Steve knocked three times and waited.  The door opened a crack and he could see a woman’s face staring back at him.  Without a word, she gasped and quickly shut the door again.
 
   Steve did not move.  He closed his eyes as his frustration translated down his arms in the form of closing fists.  Sonya could see his jaw tighten and she placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.  “You tried,” she said softly.
 
   “But I haven’t tried this,” he replied through gritted teeth.  His eyes snapped open and he pounded on the door, shouting in Mithalian, “Open this damn door!”
 
   “Steve, what are you doing?” Sonya exclaimed.
 
   The force with which he struck the frail door shook it to its very hinges.  “Open this damn door!” he shouted again.  “You haven’t even heard what I have to say to you!  Every one of you people has done nothing but slam doors in our faces.  But now you’re going to listen!”
 
   “Please!” the woman called from inside.  “I have done nothing wrong!”
 
   “Open the door!” Steve waited a few moments and then again, “Open it!”
 
   This time he heard the wooden bolt slide aside and he pushed the door open wide.  The woman on the other side was dressed as the rest of the citizenry.  Her clothes were dirty and her hair mottled, and she looked at Steve with the most terrified expression.  She backed away and dropped to her knees before him.  “Please, lord,” she said, “I beg you.  My husband works hard in the fields.  We have not cheated Lord Borathis; we have done no wrong.”
 
   The woman held up her hands as though to ward off an imminent blow when Steve approached her.  She shrieked when Steve touched her and she began sobbing fitfully.  Steve gently helped her to her feet, shushing her quietly all the while.
 
   “Please, please,” he said softly.  “I’m sorry I frightened you.  I didn’t come here to harm you.”  The woman did not look at him and she began to sob more fitfully than before.
 
   Sonya was in the doorway now.  “Steve, leave her alone. You’ve scared her half to death already.”
 
   “I can’t leave her like this,” he said helplessly.  He placed his hand beneath her chin and lifted slowly until she looked at him with teary and frightened eyes.  “Listen to me,” he said to her.  “What is your name?”
 
   The woman looked up at him with fear and confusion in her eyes.  Steve wanted to kick himself for having spoken to her in English – he would have to be more careful of that in the future.  “What is your name?” he asked again, this time in Mithalian.
 
   “My – my – my name…”
 
   Steve held her gently, trying his best to comfort her.  He knew she was trying her best to answer, but fear was choking her words.  “It’s all right,” he said.  “I won’t hurt you.”
 
   The woman remained uncertain, but forced herself to find voice.  “I am ca—called Ells.”
 
   “Ells,” Steve repeated.  “My name is Steve, and she is Sonya,” he said indicating his friend.
 
   Sonya heard her name and then gave a small wave and a nervous smile.  Ells in turn nodded and spoke something to her Sonya did not understand.
 
   “You don’t need to call her that,” Steve said, still in Mithalian.  “Sonya is not a Lady.”  He frowned at how incredibly awkward that sounded and was infinitely glad Sonya did not understand him.  “What I mean is, I am not a lord, and she is not ‘Lady Sonya’.  It’s just plain Steve and Sonya.  We’re new in town.”
 
   Ells, having somewhat collected herself, took a step back from Steve.  “But the way you are dressed – you are not farmers.”
 
   “No, we’re not,” Steve affirmed.  “It’s like I said, we’re new in town.  We don’t know anyone, we have no money, but we’re very hungry.  We’ve been going around trying to find someone who will give us food in exchange for work.”
 
   “Work?” Ells said dumbfounded.
 
   Steve nodded.  “Yes, but everyone we went to would not even speak to us and by the time we came here…well, I apologize for letting my temper get the best of me.  That was wrong.”
 
   “You do not work for Borathis then?” Ells asked.
 
   Steve shrugged, “I don’t even know who the guy is.”
 
   “Oh, thank all the angels of Heaven!” Ells breathed in relief.  “I thought my husband and I were to be punished.”
 
   Sonya saw Ells’s relief written clearly upon her face and took a couple of steps inside.
 
   Ells wiped the tears from her eyes.  “Yes, please come in.  I am sorry about the misunderstanding.”
 
   Steve knew Sonya did not understand Ells, but she clearly knew a welcome when she heard one.  She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
   “You’re sorry?  I really don’t think you have anything to apologize for,” Steve said sheepishly.  “I’m the one who screwed up and acted like a boorish ass.”
 
   “Screwed up?” Ells asked.
 
   “Made the mistake,” he explained.
 
   Ells smiled, “That is all right.  You seem to have been treated very poorly by us.  Hospitality is something of a lost custom nowadays, I am afraid.”
 
   Sonya stepped up beside Steve and slipped her hand in his.
 
   Ells saw this and smiled.  “You are married?”
 
   “No,” they both replied, and then glanced at each other embarrassed.
 
   Ells looked puzzled and was about to ask another question when Steve spoke first.  “She can’t speak or understand the language unless–“  He hesitated.  He knew what he was about to say was probably better left unsaid, but how else could he explain?  “Unless she can touch me.”
 
   At first the woman appeared not to understand, then her eyes widened and she gasped.  “Magic?”
 
   “Yes,” Steve admitted, closing his eyes at having to do so.
 
   “You are a wizard, then?”
 
   “No, that’s all I can do.”  It was a lie, he knew, but his gut told him the less information he gave the better.
 
   “I see,” she said.  “Well, no matter.”
 
   All three of them turned their heads at the sound of heavy footsteps on the front porch.  The front door swung open and a large man in a sweaty homespun tunic and belted breeches carrying a sack of tools stood in the doorway.  He stopped up short when he spied Steve and Sonya, then saw his wife standing before them with tear-stained cheeks and reddened eyes.
 
   Without a word, he dropped his sack and bounded across the room bellowing like a great bear.  Steve scooped Sonya in his arms and swung her into a corner of the room.  At the same time, Ells ran to the large man and met him halfway.  He wrapped his arms around her and held her protectively.
 
   “Ells, are you all right?” he asked.
 
   “I am well, husband.  It is all right, they are friends.”
 
   The man looked away from his wife to Steve and Sonya in the far corner of the room.  “But their dress—they look…”
 
   “They are not,” Ells said placing a comforting hand on his chest.  “They are but strangers in this land.  They seek only food and shelter in exchange for work.”
 
   The large man inhaled deeply, visibly relaxing at that, and then nodded to Steve.  “My apologies.  I acted without thinking.”
 
   Steve nodded.  “It’s okay.  Seems to be going around.”
 
   “I am Bareg,” the big man said.  He gestured with one hand to the humble living space that served as a common room.  “And you are welcome here.”
 
   Sonya stepped out from behind Steve, still clasping his hand firmly in her own.  Steve could feel her trembling.  Bareg must have given her a heck of a fright.  
 
   “My name is Steve, and this is Sonya.”
 
   Bareg bowed with surprising grace for such a large man living in the sticks.  He was obviously used to performing the courtesy.  “Mi’lady,” he greeted.  Sonya returned the gesture with a curtsy, and Bareg looked surprised.  “Mi’lady, you do not need to grant me such an honor.  I am only a farmer.”
 
   “And we’re not royalty,” Steve put in.  “I am not a lord and she is—“  (he had nearly said it again!)  “Lady is not Sonya’s title,” he corrected.  “We’re just like you, Bareg.  Just people.”
 
   Bareg smiled from ear to ear.  “Well, royalty or no, it has been too long since we have entertained guests.  You are welcome in my home.”
 
   Ells looked up at her husband.  “They are hungry.  I will go and fix something to eat.”
 
   “Oh, we couldn’t!” Sonya said suddenly.
 
   Bareg laughed wholeheartedly in a deep baritone.  “Nonsense!  You came here to make a trade: food for work.  The boy will work off your meals with me out back.  There is a lot of wood which needs be split and he looks as though he has a strong back.”
 
   Steve and Sonya looked to each other a moment, and then Steve held out his hand saying, “You’ve got a deal.”
 
   “Wonderful!” Bareg said accepting his hand.  “We will start after you have eaten.”
 
   The soup served turned out to be a watered down beef broth and the bread dry, but Steve could not remember anything ever tasting so good in his life.  Glancing over at Sonya, she too did not seem to have any objections.  Although she wolfed her food down just as quickly, she did manage a slightly more dainty wolfing than Steve.
 
   When they had finished Sonya helped Ells with the cleaning of the crude wooden bowls and utensils, while Bareg and Steve went to the woodpile out back.
 
   “You know,” Bareg said, handing Steve an axe.  “You moved very quickly when I stormed in like I did.  Are you a warrior?  Perhaps on a journey from your homeland?”
 
   “Journey, yes,” Steve replied.  “Warrior, no.”
 
   The two of them stopped before a large woodpile.  Steve looked with raised eyebrows at the prospect of the job before them but Bareg only gave him a toothy grin.
 
   “You want to finish all of this?” Steve asked.
 
   “Of course,” the big man replied.  “And it will be good for you; puts meat on the bones!”  He finished this last with a friendly slap to the young man’s arm.
 
   “Oh,” Steve answered with a half grin, “is that what it does?”  He watched as Bareg took one of the smaller pieces of wood and propped it on end on a larger, flat stump.
 
   “Go ahead,” the big man prompted.
 
   Steve stepped forward and raised the axe high over his head.  The keen edge came down swiftly, cutting the small log down the middle cleanly in two.  The vibration, however, rang painfully through the handle and into his hands.  He released one hand and shook it vigorously with a look that was half smile, half pained.
 
   Bareg chuckled.  “Keep a firm hold on the handle and that won’t happen.”
 
   “Good idea,” Steve agreed, rubbing his palms alternately on his thighs.  “I think I’ll do that.”
 
   Bareg went to the pile and retrieved a log two feet long and a foot wide.  He propped it on end and swung his ax in a powerful arc.  The log split down the middle with a loud crack.  Bareg smiled.  “Like that.”
 
   “You know, nobody likes a showoff.”
 
   Steve took one of his own halves and split it again while Bareg did the same.  Together they worked, steadily decreasing the pile of uncut wood and increasing the stack of firewood off to the side.  Each time, Steve remembered to grip the axe handle firmly with each swing and the logs split before him unerringly.  Though hard, he actually enjoyed the feeling of using the muscles in his shoulders and back in a way that he had seldom done before.  If Bareg spent every day with similar tasks it was no wonder he was so big.
 
   “What do you suppose the women are talking about?” Bareg asked finally.
 
   “Absolutely nothing,” Steve replied
 
   Bareg gave him a puzzled look.  “Why do you say that?”
 
   Steve propped up another half of a log and leaned on his axe handle for a rest.  “Sonya can’t speak your language.”
 
   Bareg paused mid-swing.  “How can you say that?  I heard her with my own ears, and a very lovely voice she has, too.  You are lucky to have such a woman by your side.”
 
   Steve looked to the farmhouse and then said, “Sonya and I aren’t a couple.  In fact, she’s only here by accident and can’t understand a word of your language when our hands are apart.”
 
   “Steve, you speak as though you are talking about…”
 
   Steve sighed regretfully and nodded.
 
   “Magic?” Bareg asked in awe.  “You are a wizard, then?”
 
   Steve noticed Bareg asked the question with the same desperate desire and hope Ells had, and he did not understand what motivation prompted such hope?  He hated to lie to him, especially given his kindness to Sonya and himself, but he knew it would be better for everyone in the end to keep the truth a secret.  “No, Sonya’s ability to speak is my limit—and it’s not even something I control.”
 
   Bareg seemed disappointed, but quickly brightened up once again.  “Still, it is impressive in itself.  Magic has not manifested in anyone but a select few for decades.”  He paused then, clearly thinking on something Steve could only guess at, then smiled before picking up his axe and splitting yet another log.
 
   Steve was curious as to what he had been thinking about, but decided against asking believing if it was something he had wanted to share he would have.
 
   The sun had nearly set when the two men stepped foot in the front door again.  Ells and Sonya looked up from the soup they worked together preparing as they entered.  Bareg opened his arms to Ells, who hugged him affectionately while Steve slumped into a wooden chair with a groan.  Every muscle in his body felt as if it had been stretched and wrung out –his shoulders and back most of all.
 
   “If anybody needs me I’ll be right here,” he said wearily, “for the next three days.”
 
   “I was right,” Bareg said to Ells.  “He does have a strong back.”
 
   “Gee, thanks,” Steve said with a sardonic smile.
 
   Sonya turned from what she was doing and walked up to where Steve was sitting.  “Not feeling so hot?”
 
   Steve afforded her a wry, sidelong glance, “You mean it shows?”
 
   Sonya laughed and moved around behind him.  She placed a hand gently on either shoulder then, with firm pressure, began rubbing in small circles from his neck to his shoulder blades.  Steve’s eyes immediately rolled back and he wished he could just fall asleep right there under her heavenly ministrations.  “Oh, thankyouthankyouthankyou.”
 
   Both Ells and Bareg smiled at the two of them.  Ells then turned and began setting bowls of soup on a crude table made from wooden planks.
 
   “Come on, Steve,” Bareg said as good-naturedly as ever.  “We need to get cleaned up for dinner.”
 
   “I can’t,” he replied dreamily.  “This feels too good.”
 
   Bareg folded his arms over his chest, “Now, Sonya, the lad must eat.”  Sonya smiled and stopped her massage to go help Ells.
 
   “Traitor,” Steve said in English.
 
   Sonya winked.  “Go get cleaned up.”
 
   Steve climbed to his feet and said to Bareg, “You don’t play fair.”
 
   Sonya could not suppress her mirth when the two of them disappeared into the back room. 
 
   After a few minutes, Bareg reentered the room and chatted with his wife as he helped her cut slices of bread.
 
   “Where is Steve?” Ells asked.
 
   Bareg chuckled, “He will be a little longer yet.  Seems he might have pushed himself a little too hard.”
 
    
 
   Steve leaned painfully in front of a trough of water.  I didn’t think it would be this rough, he thought to himself.  He scrubbed his hands in the lukewarm water and then his face, moving slowly over the more sensitive regions of his arms and neck.  Despite the pain in his joints, however, he was oddly satisfied.  It only meant he was using those muscles in different ways and making them stronger.  A little more of the same exercise would… “probably kill me,” he finished aloud.
 
   He sighed and chided himself for even thinking this way when what he needed to do was focus on how he planned to get them both back home.  Sonya had another life to lead, and he had one to straighten out.  Besides, with Azinon surely on their trail, this was no time to get sidetracked.  Haldorum sent them here—however hastily—so it was only a matter of time before the old wizard showed up to collect them.  They just had to sit tight until then.
 
   I suppose there is one good thing, he mused, I’m about as far away from Amy as a person can possibly get.  Even though the thought of her still hurt inside, he was glad to have so much distance between them.  The thought of her, and what she did, still stung.  But he had also learned, and he was resolved not to leave himself open like that again.
 
   Steve stood upright and shrugged those thoughts aside.  There were more important things to worry about for the time being than his love life.  Casting the last of those grim thoughts aside, he emerged from the back room and chose a seat with the rest of them around the little table to eat.
 
   Sonya seated herself next to Steve and slipped her hand in his.  “Ells, you wanted to say something earlier?”
 
   Ells nodded as she swallowed down a mouthful of bread.  “I meant to say you and Steve are welcome to the barn.  In the loft the straw is clean and the two of you could bed down together there.”
 
   Steve choked on his soup at that suggestion and then quickly cleared his throat.  “Sorry,” he said.
 
   “Are you all right, Steve?” Bareg asked.
 
   “Yeah, sure, it’s just that last par—bite, I mean, didn’t go down right.”  Sonya looked at him quizzically, but Steve kept his eyes down as though suddenly fascinated with something in his food.
 
   “Is something wrong, Sonya?” Ells asked.
 
   She looked up.  “Hmm?  No, I was just thinking.”
 
   “Bareg,” Steve said wanting to change the subject, “tell me about this guy, Borathis.  I mean, why is everyone so afraid of him and his men?”
 
   The big man nodded gravely over his bowl.  “Everyone fears him because he is a harsh man and tolerates no opposition in the slightest.  If you are too slow to bow your head in his presence, he will in all likelihood take it from you.  Say the wrong thing, and he will cut out your tongue.  When Borathis and his men are in the area you keep your eyes to the ground and stay out of their way.”
 
   Steve looked to Ells.  “So that is why you were so afraid when I showed up?  Ells only nodded.  To Bareg Steve said, “Is Borathis the king here?”
 
   “Heavens, no,” Bareg replied with a half smile.  “We would be far too fortunate for that.  Borathis answers to Azinon, a powerful sorcerer who sits on the throne of the empire.  Azinon divided the realm into three regions and appointed a marshal each to watch over them.  Borathis is the Lord Marshall here.”
 
   Steve pushed his food away, no longer feeling hungry.  “If Azinon is so evil then why don’t the people revolt?”
 
   “Ah, Steve, if it were only that easy.  You do not know the power of Azinon.  It is rumored that when he was born there was such utter darkness in his soul he drew the attention of the lord of evil himself.  But he was not the only one.  The First Power of Mithal also sensed that darkness, and he set out to find the child and destroy it.  When the forces of darkness learned of this, a demon was dispatched to intercept the wizard.  It is said the ensuing battle between those two forces raged for days and across miles.  The First Power was brought near death, but just when it seemed the demon would emerge triumphant, an equally powerful daemon—a being of light—came to his aid.  Already worn down by his battle with the First Power, the vile demon was vanquished by this new foe.”
 
   “The lord of evil knew the First Power of Mithal, once recovered from his battle, would seek again to destroy the child.  So he released a devil, a being more powerful still than the demon, into our world.  The devil went to the dark child where he slept in his bed and bestowed him with magic to equal the evil in his heart, thus making him the Second Power of Mithal.  The devil then stole the child away to be raised where none might find him.”
 
   “When Azinon returned he did so with an army of fowl creatures at his back and overthrew the rightful Emperor of the realm.  Now most of humankind is under his rule, as will soon be the other races.”
 
   “So then he doesn’t rule everyone,” Steve confirmed.
 
   “No, for the time being, we humans enjoy that distinction,” Bareg said wryly.  “I have heard of a resistance that opposes him, but from what I hear they are little more than a thorn in his side.”  Bareg looked to Steve curiously and asked, “From where is it you come the Dark One is not known to you?”
 
   Steve and Sonya exchanged a look.  Finally Sonya said, “It’s really kind of a long story.”
 
   “I see,” Bareg said, finishing his soup.  “It is a long story, it is late, and you are both tired – Steve especially so.  Perhaps the two of you should head out to the loft and get a good night’s sleep.  We can talk more in the morning, if you wish.”
 
   In a few minutes, everyone finished their supper and both Steve and Sonya headed out toward the barn to get some rest.  They offered to help with the cleanup but Ells would have none of it.  As they walked Steve did his best to ignore the stiffness settling into his muscles sitting so long at the table had brought on.  His efforts, however, proved to little good, and he walked with a rigid gait.
 
   “Do you want some help?” Sonya asked teasing.
 
   “Oh, no.  My body hurts, that’s all.  I’ll be okay.”
 
   Sonya opened the door to the barn and allowed Steve to enter first before following suit and closing the door behind.  Everywhere they looked, dirty and rusty tools lay about amid the smell of farm animals hanging heavily in the air.  A cow, several chickens, and sheep all shared the space contentedly enough, it seemed, but Steve couldn’t help but hope for fewer tenants up above.
 
   Sonya spotted the ladder to the loft and quickly scampered up and out of sight, leaving Steve staring after her.  “Is this really necessary?” he asked himself.  Necessary or not, Sonya’s smiling face appeared briefly in the aperture and she waved him on.  With a sigh, he stepped up and placed his hands on the first of what was already too many rungs.
 
   “About time,” Sonya chided when he appeared.
 
   Steve hauled the rest of his body up with a groan and then walked over to the pile of clean straw where Sonya sat.  He slumped down beside her, really more of a collapse halfway through the motion.  The loft was completely barren except for the piles of straw randomly placed throughout and a coil of rope in the far corner.
 
   “You know, this really isn’t that bad,” Sonya said approvingly.  “I’ve woken up in worse places.”
 
   Steve raised his eyebrows.  “Oh really?”
 
   She slugged him on the shoulder.  “Don’t get smart.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I won’t,” he replied rubbing his shoulder.  “At least not until my body’s healed.”
 
   “Oh!” she exclaimed, her hands flying to her mouth.  “I’m so sorry.  I completely forgot.”
 
   Steve tilted his head at her.  “I’m kidding.  It’s really not so bad as that.”  He climbed slowly to his feet and crossed the loft to the double doors in the front face of the barn.  Sliding the bolt aside, he pushed them open and moonlight flooded their makeshift sleeping quarters.  Eerie shadows stretched across wood and hay as Steve’s silhouette stood out against the pale blue canvas of a gibbous moon.  He stared from his vantage point back out at the center of town only a couple of miles away.  A multitude of lanterns, appearing like fireflies from this distance, outlined the dirt roads cutting through the center of town and illuminated the windows of the buildings.  He inhaled contentedly in the face of a soft wind from the east, letting it wash over him, carrying with it the sounds of crickets and the splash of a toad hitting the water of a pond close by.
 
   As much as he wanted to stay in the moment, however, he frowned then, unable to keep the problems of tomorrow from invading his thoughts. 
 
   Sonya moved up slowly beside him in the dark.  “You know, I’ve always pictured myself with a house in the country.”
 
   Steve made an acknowledging sound but his mind was elsewhere.  He worried on the possibility Haldorum’s portal—hastily made as it had been—was not something the old wizard planned, but rather quickly conjured when he saw the opportunity to separate Steve from Azinon.  In that event it was possible Haldorum did not know precisely where his portal had dumped them out.  It would certainly provide a convenient explanation for why the vaunted First Power had not revealed himself yet.  
 
   Steve’s stomach soured at that prospect of being Sonya’s only way home.  He had magic, clearly; but he not only lacked the knowledge of how to use his abilities, he did not know if teleporting between worlds was even one of them.  What’s more, any attempts to experiment would attract Azinon’s attention like a firefly to a porch light.
 
   So this is the proverbial rock and a hard place, he thought.
 
   Oblivious to his train of thought, Sonya sighed.  “A sight like this kind of makes me want to write a poem.”
 
   “You should,” Steve said finally.  “You’re better than anyone I know.”
 
   “That poem you read in Mr. Nic’s class wasn’t too bad,” she offered.  Steve looked down and scuffed at the floor absently with his shoe, the sad look in his eyes revealing it was a touchy subject.  “Oh, I’m sorry.”
 
   He shrugged and cleared his throat uncomfortably.  “What for?  It’s nothing you did.”
 
   “Your poem,” she replied.  “You don’t have to pretend for me.”  She gently placed a hand on his shoulder.  “I knew it was about love the minute you read it.  But it wasn’t until you explained what happened after you disappeared with Haldorum and those others that I really understood.”
 
   Steve turned away and walked back into the loft.  “Please don’t.  You don’t know anything.”
 
   “I know your poem was about Amy,” she said after him.  “I know she was the lake, and the other reflection you saw was…”
 
   “What of it?” Steve demanded whirling.  “What difference does it make?  Okay, fine, yes, the poem was about Amy and the reflection was her ex-slash-current boyfriend.  The reflection was the very guy who moved in on the girl I cared about.”  Not knowing where else to vent his frustration, he kicked at the straw in disgust.
 
   Sonya exhaled slowly.  “I know she hurt you, Steve—and I’m sorry for that.”
 
   He glanced at her silhouette, backlighted by the moonlight, and then away just as quickly when he realized just looking at her calmed him.  He was angry, and he wished to remain so.  It was an easier emotion to deal with.  He did not want to diffuse the one emotion that made Amy’s betrayal sting just a little bit less.  
 
   Steve sighed then and thought regretfully on whom his displaced anger was hurting at this moment.  “It doesn’t matter,” he said letting the tension ease from his voice.  “I made my mistake and I paid for it—am still paying for it.”  Though he felt justified in his anger toward Amy, he did not want to punish a friend who was only trying to help.  His tone softened and he placed his hands in his back pockets.  “Sonya, I wrote that poem before I even went to Amy’s.  I knew the truth even before I got there, but I ignored it—mostly because I wanted more to believe I had finally found someone I could fall in love with.  I know how much of a sap that makes me sound but that’s what I believed.”  He looked down at the floor then, though whether he was more embarrassed or ashamed he could not decide.  A self-deprecating smirk crossed his lips then and he said, “Boy, did I have that wrong.”
 
   The two remained silent for some time, standing motionless in the light of the moon.  Steve finally broke the awkward silence, feeling he had to say something.  “Look, I’m not angry at you for asking.  I’m just a little new to all this and it’s still a sensitive subject for me.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Sonya nodded.  “It isn’t as though someone you trust stabs you in the back every day.”
 
   “God,” Steve laughed morosely, “I hope not.”  Then, more seriously, he added, “What do you say we turn our brains toward something more constructive—like maybe figuring out a way to get home?”
 
   “I’ve actually already given that some thought,” Sonya said brightening.  “What if you were to go ahead and use magic to get Haldorum’s attention?  But beforehand we secure a ready means of transportation to get out of the area.  Then we could watch from a distance to see who showed up, say from a hillside or something like that.  If the wrong person comes to town…well, we leave.”
 
   Steve tilted his head as he thought it over.  Though the idea certainly had merit, it was not without danger.  “Hmm, possible, but risky.”
 
   “Doesn’t have to be our plan A,” she admitted, “but better than nothing if nothing else comes to mind.”
 
   Steve walked back to where Sonya stood and watched the lights of the town.  “Well, it’s something to consider, especially since I don’t think I can get us back on my own.  Haldorum is supposedly the only one who can transpose worlds as easily as he does—and I don’t even know how to do it the hard way.”
 
   “I’m not expecting you to get it right the first time, Steve.”  Sonya leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “I’m going to sleep now.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  She walked into the shadows of the loft and curled up in one of the piles of straw near the hatch to the lower floor.  Though he could not see it, he could hear the smile in her words.  “Good night, Steve,” she said.
 
   “Good night,” he returned.  
 
   She closed her eyes and Steve turned again to face the night.  He sat down in the doorway and let his legs hang over the side as he contemplated their options.  If he was truly Sonya’s only hope to get home there was a very important question he had to answer before he could start experimenting with his talents: how to use his magic without broadcasting to the whole world.  But how does one practice such a thing without actually using magic in the first place?  He laid back with an exasperated sigh…
 
   “Keep her still!” a voice whispered harshly.
 
   “If I move my hand she’ll scream!” another countered.  “I only have two hands.  One of you grab her legs.”
 
   Steve opened his eyes sleepily from a haystack in the far corner of the barn, not sure yet if a dream had roused him into wakefulness.  Several shapes slowly came into focus in the predawn gloom.  After a moment, his eyes adjusted to the ill light and his heart quickened at the sight of Sonya struggling in the arms of a man who held her pinned with her back against his chest; one of his hands clamped over her mouth and his free arm around her waist, pinning her arms at her sides.  Another individual worked to keep her legs from kicking wildly about while two others stood to either side supervising the clumsy operation.  Their clothing looked little better than the townsfolk, though more uniform in appearance with black leather belts and black knit caps.  Something about them suggested local law enforcement, or possibly militia.  Each carried a staff of some six feet in length, save for the two men who had set them aside to deal with the struggling teenager in their arms.  The two looking on stood motionless and held their weapons butts to the floor in their left hand.
 
   “I said keep her still!”  The man to her right stepped forward and punctuated his last word with a swift backhand that knocked the young woman senseless.  She sagged in her captor’s arms. 
 
   “Was that so difficult?” he hissed.
 
   Steve’s jaw tightened but he did not move.  He closed his eyes to narrow slits, feigning sleep as he watched from his bed of straw.
 
   “Now go get the other,” the same man said pointing in Steve’s general direction.  “Or do you need me to show you how to do that as well?”
 
   The man he spoke to was shorter, but stout with thick forearms.  Straightening his cap as he went, this shorter man crossed the room until he stood over the ‘sleeping’ young man to nudge him awake with the end of his staff.  
 
   But he came too close.
 
   Steve slid his left foot behind the man’s heel and drew his right knee to his chest.  The movement seemed natural enough, appearing as little more than the unconscious motion of someone rolling to their side in deep slumber.  Then Steve’s eyes snapped open and he kicked the man across the knee.  The leg folded back on itself with a loud crack, and the man went down howling in pain.  In the next moment, Steve curled into a ball and rolled backwards onto his shoulder blades, his hands touching the floor on either side of his head.  He then thrust his lower body into the air and snapped upright to land nimbly on his feet, only to drop to one knee as someone struck him from behind.
 
   “Quit playing, you fool!” another shouted.  “Knock him out!”
 
   “I am trying!” the other returned, swinging his staff a second time, then a third.  “He will not go down!”
 
   The man holding Sonya pointed at him.  “There!  Around his neck!”
 
   Steve threw himself into a dive roll with the crystal singing shrill in his ears.  His hands landed across the fallen man’s staff and he picked it up as he rolled to his feet facing his attacker.
 
   Strangely, he paused then; surprised and amazed at the overwhelming sense of the world around him.  Had someone asked, he could have closed his eyes and described the location of everyone and everything in the loft—no, more than that, he could feel everyone and everything around him.  
 
   Steve reached out an open hand and focused his will upon the floorboards at his enemy’s feet.  In answer, the magic rushed out of him in a torrent and then spread out in all directions along the floor until the entire structure of the barn began to quake and tremble.  The floor collapsed around them both without warning and together they fell, startling the chickens below into a squawking frenzy and sending the cows charging out of the open front doors of the barn.
 
   Steve hit the ground and then rolled sideways amid a blinding cloud of dust and debris, bleeding off the momentum of his fall, before continuing the roll to his feet.  Ten feet away his opponent staggered to his feet, the staff in his hands broken cleanly in half.  He threw the pieces away in disgust and then snatched a short shovel off the wall in its stead.  Steve squared off clutching his own staff in two hands like a spear leveled at his opponent’s sternum.  His opponent advanced two steps and the young wizard thrust with magic-imbued strength.  Bone cracked and flesh tore as the hard wood connected with his jaw, sending the man reeling 180 degrees to the floor unconscious.
 
   “Enough!”
 
   Steve looked up in the direction of the voice above him.  Three men stood at the edge of the tremendous hole the young wizard’s magic had rent, one holding a short knife to Sonya’s delicate throat.  “You are the real prize here.  Any more trouble,” he said, “and the girl dies.”
 
   Steve froze in place, his mind racing.
 
   The blade pressed closer still.
 
   “All right!” he said at last.  He threw the staff away and then placed his hands up behind his head.  “Just don’t hurt her.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter VIII
 
   A single torch burned in the bracket of the stone wall as Steve fidgeted with the shackles around his wrists.  His neck still burned from his captors’ earlier attempts to remove the crystal from around his neck but, despite their best efforts to break, snap, and cut the chain, its tiny links proved impervious to the strongest steel and muscle.  
 
   “I may not be able to remove the crystal while you live,” Azinon had said, “but it is an entirely different matter when you die.”
 
   Looks like he was right, Steve thought, wincing as he gingerly stretched his neck and the raw skin there for the hundredth time.  He then went back to rotating his wrists back and forth inside the shackles, trying to squeeze his hands out of the cuffs.  Blood trickled down his arm as the metal bit into his flesh.
 
   “You might as well save your efforts,” came a voice from the darkest corner of the cell.  Steve looked up with a start.  “The chains are rusty but still more than adequate to hold us.”
 
   Steve moved away from the light of the torch as he peered into the shadows.  His pupils dilated and he could make out a vague human shape crouching in the corner.  And still, something did not seem quite right.  “Who are you?” he asked.
 
   The figure rose to his feet and then stepped forward.  “My name is Eegrin.”  A fair looking young man, scarcely older than Steve himself, reached out and clasped his forearm in a strange gesture of greeting.  Wearing a sleeveless, formfitting uniform of blue cloth with a black star over his left breast, the chain between his wrist bindings clinked lightly against Steve’s own.  The oddest thing about this young man was not the uniform, however, but the pair of large, powerful wings folded neatly across his back.
 
   Noticing his cellmate’s disbelief he said, “I am of Jisetra.  A ‘bird man’ as your people like to call us.”
 
   Steve reached out tentatively and then paused, asking permission with his eyes.  Eegrin gave an amused smile and nodded.  Steve then touched the feathery surface of one wing, following it across the feather-covered ridge of bone until it met with the flesh of Eegrin’s exposed back.
 
   His eyes reflected amazement.  “They’re real.”
 
   Eegrin released Steve’s arm and said, “Of course they are.  You behave as though you have never heard of my kind before.”
 
   “I haven’t – except in fairy tales perhaps.”  Steve studied the long slender feathers, deep gray with blue along the tips.
 
   Eegrin unfurled his wings until each tip touched the opposite wall of their ten by ten cell, and could have gone further still.
 
   “Now that is something I wish I could do,” Steve said.
 
   Strong tendons responded to the pull of muscles and Eegrin’s wings folded once more across his back.  “It is a wonderful freedom, but quite useless in here.”
 
   Steve sighed heavily.  “That’s true.  So how does someone like you end up in here, anyway?”
 
   Eegrin smiled wryly.  “Wrong place, wrong time, and a strong net.”  Then, more soberly, he added, “From here I’ll probably be given to Borathis, and then sold into slavery in some distant corner of the land.  And you?”
 
   “My friend and I were arrested by the locals.  I’m still not exactly sure why, but I think it has to do with being the newest wizard in town.”
 
   “Are you telling me you are the Third?” Eegrin asked with wide eyes.
 
   “Third what?”
 
   “There are only two in the realm who possess magic enough to be considered a Power of Mithal.  The prophecy speaks of the coming of a third great power who will set the wheels of destiny into motion.”  Eegrin’s wings fluttered to match the excitement in his voice.  “My people believe it a foretelling: the destruction of Azinon and the return of the bloodline!”  
 
   “Woah, ease up, buddy,” Steve said raising his hands and shaking his head.  “No returning bloodlines here.  I’m not even from your world, and I’m just trying to find my way back.”
 
   “Precisely!” Eegrin insisted.  “It is written the Third Power of Mithal shall come from another world.”
 
   “Look,” Steve said patiently, “I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong guy.  Yeah, I’m not from around here and, sure, I can swing a staff at your head like a beast, but I can’t even control what very little I know how to do.  If you guys are looking for a savior, you might want to look for someone who isn’t just flailing around in the magical kiddie pool.”
 
   “You mean to say you have no great powers?”  Eegrin’s enthusiasm appeared to deflate with this news.  “It is written the Third—whoever he may be—will have all the power of a wizard, but be capable of so much more.”  Eegrin paused then as he considered, and his jaw set in a determined line.  “Even so, there has to be a connection.  You claim to be from another world and that much is very clearly stated in the prophecy.”
 
   “Well, I have never been very big on prophecies,” Steve replied.
 
   Eegrin dismissed that with a wave.  “None of that matters right now; a discussion for another time.  What does matter is you have magic.  Use it to free us from this place and I’ll carry you to safety.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   The smile dropped from the winged youth’s face like a falling brick.  “Why not?”
 
   “Because the last time I nearly tore the whole building down around me, and very easily could have hurt the person I was trying to save in the first place.  Look around us,” he said with a gesture indicating the whole of their prison.  “This place is nothing but stone and heavy wooden beams.”
 
   Eegrin glanced about their cell and looked visibly nervous at the stone and timber above their heads.  He nodded.  “I think I understand.  All you need is a needle, and all you have is a sword.”
 
   Steve tilted his head, acknowledging the metaphor.  “Close enough.”
 
   The winged young man paced the length of their cell for a time.  After a minute, he stopped suddenly.  “There is another way.  At some point they will bring us before the townspeople for judgment.  It is summary and only for show, but the point is they will bind my wings and take us out of this cell.  If you can free me I will fly us to safety.”
 
   “Not us.  You.  I can’t leave without Sonya.”  Eegrin looked at him askance.  “The friend I came here with,” Steve explained.
 
   Eegrin nodded with a grin.  “Even such, if you can free me, there is still something I can do for us all.”
 
   With at least a loose plan in mind, the two of them seated themselves against the back wall of their cell to wait out the night.  As he did, Steve could not help but wonder where Sonya had been taken and if she was all right.  The muscles in his jaw tightened as he recalled the man who struck her.  If given even half a chance, he resolved the coward would pay for that.
 
   Eegrin laid down on his side and then enveloped himself with his wings in their damp cell.  Shortly after, he nodded off to sleep.  Steve remained awake in the gloomy silence, listening to the far off sound of water dripping, and wondering if he would ever really find a way home.  He stared down at the floor, to the three rectangles of moonlight shining in from a barred window above his head.  He shifted his hands to his lap and the chain of his shackles fell between his legs, drawing his attention.  He held his wrists up and pulled the chain taut between them as he eyed it closely.  The links were very old, crudely fashioned, and brownish-red with corrosion.
 
   How strong could they be?  
 
   The crystal flickered against his chest as he slowly pulled his wrists apart.  Rust flaked off the chain and fell between his legs as the links expanded under the strain.  Then the blood oozed, trailing the length of his arms in two small rivulets.  He relaxed defeated and his head fell.  It’s no use, he thought.  I’d cut both my hands off before—wait!  
 
   His head popped up as a new idea came to mind.
 
    
 
   Only a few hours after sunrise, a tall and heavy man ambled down the corridor with the rocking, side-to-side gate of one whose thighs had grown too large.  It was not a long walk from the main room to the cells but he was already sweating, swinging a ring of keys idly on a finger shaped like a thick sausage.
 
   Eegrin and Steve both looked up as the large jailer placed the key into the lock and swung the door open.  He ran his fingers through a mat of gray and black hair on his head and stared at them through bloodshot eyes.  His belly sagged over the rope he used as a belt but, despite his shambling appearance, Steve could tell there was also strength under that girth.  His body mass was simply enormous and the young man wondered idly if there was a man alive who could throw a punch into that gut the jailer would even feel.  Fortunately, though, harming him was not the plan.
 
   “You,” the jailer said pointing.
 
   “Me?” Steve asked and pointed a finger at himself.
 
   “Yes, time to face the townspeople.”
 
   Both young men looked to one another and Steve said, “Isn’t that nice, Eegrin?  Everybody came to see me.  Maybe they’re going to apologize.”
 
   The man snorted.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   Steve feigned appalled.  “You don’t think so?  Well, if you don’t think so then I’m not going.”  He stood and then crossed his arms as far as the chain between his wrists would allow.
 
   The large man’s upper lip curled into a vicious snarl.  “You don’t want me to come get you, boy.”
 
   “Then you’d be wrong,” Steve replied quite truthfully.  “What are you going to do?  Break my arm?”  Steve held out his right arm, taunting.  “I’ll bet someone as old and fat as you would drop of a heart attack first.”
 
   The jailer covered the ground between himself and Steve surprisingly quickly, reaching for the proffered arm to snap it like a twig.  The crystal around Steve’s neck blazed to life and stopped the big man’s charge as it drew his gaze.  Doubt played across his face just then, but Steve did not wait.  He lunged from his place in the cell and the jailer’s eyes widened with visible terror.
 
   “Nooo!” he cried.  With surprising agility, he sidestepped and Steve passed just outside of his enormous mass.
 
   Eegrin half jumped, half flew, to the man’s back but the jailer reached over his head and pulled hard, throwing the winged youth across the cell.  He turned to flee but Steve seized his wrist and the young wizard’s magic raced across the physical connection like a bursting dam.
 
   Eegrin sat up, rubbing his head but unharmed, and watched the spectacle before him.  The towering fat man staggered back a step as Steve increased his concentration, pushing his will through every nerve and fiber.
 
   “Are you all right?” Steve asked without looking away.
 
   Eegrin climbed to his feet and flexed his wings experimentally.  He nodded, “I’m okay.  What about him?”
 
   Though thoroughly immobilized, the jailer’s eyes darted about in abject terror, draining the blood from his face and giving his sun-beaten skin a pale ruddy complexion.
 
   Steve shook his head once; a slight motion.  “He’s just scared, is all.”
 
   “Please,” the big man muttered, almost praying.  “Please don’t shrink my head.”
 
   Steve almost smiled but asked of Eegrin instead, “Tell me I didn’t hear that right.”
 
   The big man began to teeter on his heels and the Jisetra rushed behind him, easing him to the floor and nearly being crushed in the process by the man’s sheer mass.  Their jailer continued his babbling until Steve slapped him silent with his free hand.  “Listen to me,” he said.  “What is your name?”
 
   D—Durnig.  I am called Durnig.”
 
   “Fine, Durnig.  There was a girl brought here last night.  Where is she?”
 
   “Don’t shrink my head,” Durnig pleaded with one of the saddest hound dog faces Steve had ever seen.
 
   “Fine,” he said with a sigh, hardly believing he had to say the next words.  “You tell me where the girl is and I won’t shrink your head.”
 
   “You swear?”
 
   “Keep stalling and your head won’t be the only thing I shrink,” Steve said menacingly.
 
   Durnig’s eyes grew wider still and he rambled off his next words in rapid succession.  “She’s being sold in the adjoining chamber—the other cell wing.  She’s very pretty and the others mentioned a high selling price.”  Steve’s expression soured considerably at that last statement and Durnig quickly replied with, “Uh, not—not that I would know.”
 
   Steve’s eyes narrowed.  “No, of course not.”
 
   “Where is this room?” Eegrin asked.
 
   “Third door in the main chamber.  One is the armory, one goes outside, and your friend is in the last.  The prospective buyers only recently entered the room.”
 
   “Good.  Now, there’s one more thing,” Steve said, peering hard into Durnig’s piggish eyes.  “Besides you, how many others are there?”
 
   Durnig bit his lower lip, clearly torn about answering that question.
 
                 Steve looked up, “What do you think, Eegrin?  Shrink his head and work my way down from there?”
 
   “No, no!  Please!  There are six of us chosen by Borathis to enforce his laws.  Three are in the market square waiting for us, the other two stand guard in the main chamber to escort you out.”  Steve made a disappointed face and Durnig cried, “That is all of us, I swear!”
 
   Steve then patted the big man’s cheek with his free hand.  “Thanks, chubs.  You’ve been very helpful.”  He then closed his eyes and waved his free hand over Durnig’s wide forehead, muttering low in a seemingly arcane tongue.  When he finished he said, “There, I’ve placed a spell over you.  If you so much as move or make the slightest sound from that gaping maw of yours, well…”  He shook his head slowly.  “But don’t worry; it wears off in a day or so.  Until then, enjoy your rest.”
 
   The whites of Durnig’s eyes became plainly visible in the low light of the cell.
 
   “Ah-ah!  Careful.  Don’t even whisper,” Steve cautioned with a warning finger.  Durnig shifted his gaze and stared at the ceiling with despair written clearly on his face.
 
   Eegrin snatched up the keys and locked the door to the cell behind them.  He then worked the key in the lock of his wrist shackles as they walked and said, “You did not mention you were capable of such things.”
 
   Steve shrugged, “That’s because I’m not.”
 
   Eegrin handed over the keys with a smile and Steve went to work on his own shackles.  “I never thought I would hear myself say this about a human, but I think I’m beginning to like you.”
 
   Together they moved quickly down the corridor to the rickety wooden door at the end.  It creaked open ever so slightly at a nudge and revealed a large room beyond constructed of wood—unlike the cell wing—reminiscent of a crude kind of courthouse.  Chairs lined the farthest half of the room, split by a single aisle down the center and ended at a waist-high banister running horizontally across the room.
 
   “Those two,” Steve whispered.
 
   Two men Steve recognized from the night before leaned against the banister with their staves resting in the crooks of their arms.  The young man wondered offhandedly what had happened to the man whose leg he had broken.  Of course, now that he thought about it, he didn’t really care.
 
   “I have an idea,” Eegrin whispered back.  “It should get at least one of them.”  
 
   He explained his plan.
 
   Steve nodded, nervous.  “Let’s do it.”
 
   He closed the door and Eegrin readied himself, lowering his voice and adding a rasping grate very similar to the jailer’s own.  Steve held the door shut as his feathered friend then pounded on the door shouting, “Hey!”
 
   “What’s wrong, Durnig?” came a mocking reply.  Which guard had spoken the two young men could only guess.  “Lock yourself in again?”  This last prompted laughter from them both.
 
   Eegrin answered by pounding yet again.  
 
   “All right, all right.”
 
   Steve heard booted footfalls coming closer and tensed.  “Now!” Eegrin said.  Together they burst into the room, catching the nearest guard unawares.  With the crystal singing in his ears, Steve seized the man by the front of the clothing and hurled him like a rag doll over the banister to crash amid the neatly assembled chairs.
 
   Eegrin was already upon the second.  Holding on to a chair he held by the backrest, he fended off blow after blow from his opponent’s staff that, unlike his fellows, was metal tipped and pointed like a javelin. 
 
   “You will wish you stayed in your cage, birdman,” the guard hissed.  He swung again and Eegrin was barely able to bring the chair up in time.  The guard smiled contemptuously when the Jisetra attacked and used his weapon to stay clear.  Eegrin then threw the chair at him but the guard fended it away easily.
 
   Steve turned and his heart leaped to his throat when he realized he could not get to his unarmed friend in time.  His power flared in response to his alarm and, not knowing what else to do, he prepared to charge.  Then he stopped, heeding the call of that familiar otherworldly voice.  The colors of the room and the people within faded to gray as time slowed to a near standstill and words from some other place filled his mind. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Steve sent his power outward like an omni-directional wave and spoke the words:
 
   When sticks and stones would break your bones,
 
   Give them eyes with which to see.
 
   A dash of life to end this strife,
 
   And strike at mine true enemy.
 
   At the last word the unearthly presence released its hold on the time stream and color flowed back into the world.
 
   Eegrin brought up his arms up defensively as the guard attacked with a great bellow.  The staff moved in a vicious downward swing, but arrested its movement only a few inches above the Jisetra’s head.  The guard strained futilely against whatever force held his weapon in place but it would not be budged.  Eegrin lowered his arms then and feinted as if to lunge, prompting the guard to jump back and leave his staff suspended in the air.  Neither Jisetra nor human seemed to know what to do next in the wake of this strange phenomenon, as they both stared incredulous.
 
   The staff belonging to the first guard “stood” upright, coming away from the bannister it leaned against and then flew spinning like a helicopter’s rotor across the room to club the guard from behind.  The man staggered forward under the blow, directly into a return swing from his own autonomous metal-tipped weapon that sent him spinning to the floor unconscious.
 
   Steve’s magic expanded across the room like a swelling hemisphere with him as its epicenter.  The room shuddered and chairs floated into the air of their own volition, planks tore free of the walls, and balusters ripped themselves away from the rail.  Steve raised his hands as he took a cautious step backward, unsure what would happen next, wondering where—if ever—it would stop.
 
   “Look out, Steve!”
 
   A chair rocketed toward him and he dived to the floor just in time.  It raced over his head and struck the guard behind him with a dreadful thud.  He looked up wide-eyed from the floor, realizing only then he had totally forgotten about the first guard.  The chair hadn’t been after him as he first thought, and Eegrin’s warning had been about the threat behind.
 
   Eegrin exhaled explosively in obvious relief.  “Are all humans as lucky as you?”
 
   Steve climbed to his feet and dusted himself off.  He glanced at the two unconscious guards on the floor.  “Maybe not all of us.”
 
   Alarmed voices and the sounds of a commotion issued from behind another door to the chamber, soon followed by four men bursting forth in a scramble.  The first three dressed in expensive looking silk garments with fine shoes and hose; the last, a disreputable looking sort with slicked salt and pepper hair, dressed in dyed homespun of gray breeches and blue tunic.  All four stopped short in their flight in the face of sixty-odd chairs, staves, and other items floating in mid-air.
 
   “More sorcery, my lords!” the smarmy looking man proclaimed.
 
   “Wizardry, actually,” Steve corrected.
 
   Three chairs emerged from the doorway behind the men, and Eegrin could not help but laugh.  “I think these are the gentleman we seek.”
 
   Steve calmly approached the closest of the finely dressed men, a short fellow in green silks and vest, with a bald pate   “So where is she?” he asked simply.
 
   The plump little fellow’s features hardened into a grimace.  “Who are you to address a lord?”
 
   “I’m the guy who’s about to bounce you off all four of these walls unless you tell me what I want to hear.  Now one last time, where is she?”  Steve stared down into his face and the little man’s courage seemed to drain away like the blood from his face.
 
   “She – she’s in the other room,” he said pointing.
 
   Steve turned his back on the man and, not entirely sure it would work, made a ‘come hither’ motion.  Chairs and staves alike rose higher into the air and pressed in closer around him.
 
   Gesturing toward the four men behind him, he said, “Do not let them leave.”  The three lords and the jail keeper pressed in close to one another as a swarm of wooden chairs herded them into a tight group.  No less surprised than anyone else in the room, the young wizard disappeared down the passageway the four men had come.
 
   Eegrin crossed his arms over his chest and smiled at their well-dressed prisoners.  “So, what shall we talk about?”
 
   Steve reached the door at the end of the corridor and pushed aside the door already ajar as he stepped through.  The room beyond was smaller than the larger central chamber—perhaps 30’ x 30’—with a floor covered in well-worn but clean animal skins.  Dust motes floated in the sunlight shining in by a single barred window in the far wall.  Aside from a few strands of rope on the floor, however, there was no sign of his friend.
 
   “Steve!”
 
   He quickly turned and Sonya ran into his arms, hugging him fiercely.  Only then did he realize she had hidden just inside the door, as he once did at the Circle K, prepared to ambush the first person who walked through.
 
   He pulled away from her and held her by the forearms.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “Aside from a few rope burns, I’m fine.  Lucky for me none of these guys were Boy Scouts.”  She glanced at the rope on the floor and shrugged.  “You wouldn’t believe it!” she said then.  “One minute they were bidding on me like some kind of farm animal and then, all of a sudden, the chairs started moving around on their own and chased everybody out of the room.”
 
   Steve released her, relieved to find her unharmed.  “Yeah, same thing happened out there during the fight.”  He used his head to indicate the direction of the main chamber.
 
   “Fight?  Wait, was that you?  You did this?” she asked with shock in her voice.
 
   “Technically, yes,” he replied.  “But, for now, it’s a long story and we really need to get you out of here.”
 
   “But those men—”
 
   “Are already taken care of.  Eegrin’s keeping an eye on them.”
 
   “Eegrin?” she asked.
 
   He smiled and took her by the hand, “Come on.”  They emerged out of the corridor and he said, “This is Eegrin.”  His winged friend straightened at the introduction and then gave her a graceful bow as though greeting royalty.
 
   Sonya’s eyes grew wide.  “He has wings!” she exclaimed.
 
   The tallest of the three lords sneered contemptuously at the other two as though finally proven correct about something he knew all along.  “So she can speak after all.”
 
   Eegrin turned, “Of course she can speak, but who gave you permission?”  The lord mumbled in childish defiance and then fell silent.  Eegrin turned back to his friend.  “I think now would be a good time to leave this place; before someone misses us.”
 
   Steve nodded, “Agreed.”  He motioned to a staff floating to his left and it moved obediently to his side.  “I hope this works,” he mumbled.  Taking the staff in both hands, he eased it into a horizontal position, parallel to the floor, and pressed down experimentally.  Feeling resistance, he nodded satisfied.  “Okay, Sonya, hop on.”
 
   Her brow arched.  “What?”
 
   “Please, we don’t have a lot of time.”
 
   Sonya approached as asked, though clearly perturbed.  “You’ve had better ideas, Steve.”  She eased herself tentatively into a sitting position, sidesaddle.  The staff dropped a few inches and then drifted up again until Sonya’s feet left the floor.  She wobbled a moment, struggling with her balance, and then was still.
 
   “How’s that feel?” Steve asked.
 
   “Like a broom stick—and don’t you say it!”
 
   He smiled and feigned helplessness with his hands in the air.  “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”  He then beckoned to a second staff and mounted similarly.  To the four men he said, “I wouldn’t plan on going anywhere.  I think the furniture has grown to like you.”  Steve felt a little strange talking to a piece of wood, but to Sonya’s staff he said, “Unless she falls, stay with me.”
 
   Sonya tightened her grip resolutely and in English said, “Not much chance of that.”
 
   Eegrin cocked his head in question, clearly perplexed at the strange language the two humans used with each other.  Steve nodded once but waved off his unspoken question.  “I’ll explain later.”
 
   The winged young man shrugged but said nothing more, then cleared the banister in a single leap with the aid of a single flap of his wings.  He moved quickly to the front doors and then opened one.  “After you,” he said.
 
   “Your friend is something of gentleman,” Sonya commented.
 
   The staves moved forward side-by-side, rising over the banister and then gliding silently down the center of the room.  Steve placed an arm around Sonya’s waist and then pulled her close so they could squeeze through the doorway together.  She smiled, keeping her eyes straight ahead.  Outside, people dashed about in every direction in a panic.
 
   “What’s going on?” Steve asked.
 
   Eegrin looked about, clearly as confused as anyone, until finally catching sight of the source of the alarm.  “Look!” he cried, pointing.
 
   Around the corner of the market square, a mounted warrior galloped into view wearing brown leather armor and a chain mail mask that covered all but his eyes.  His left hand wielded a vicious looking whip that he lashed out with indiscriminately.  With a deft flick of his wrist he scored the back of a farmer and laughed when the man cried out.
 
   “It would be best if we leave,” Eegrin urgently suggested.
 
   The warrior spied the trio and spurred his horse into a charge.
 
   “Now would be a very good time,” the Jisetra insisted.
 
   Steve heard his friend’s warning but dismounted, taking his staff up in his hand.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” Sonya exclaimed.
 
   He took several running steps forward as the warrior barreled down on him and then hurled the metal-tipped weapon like a spear.  The staff left his hand like a missile and unhorsed the charging warrior, backward somersaulting him out of the saddle with a strike full to the chest.  Steve beckoned and the magic-infused projectile flew back to his hand as the first warrior hit the ground and another came into view.
 
    “Who are these guys?” he asked.
 
   “Borathis’s men,” Eegrin replied.  “And if they are about then Borathis himself cannot be far away.  We must leave here.  Now!”
 
   “Steve, please!” Sonya urged.  “Let’s go.”
 
   Steve hurled the staff again and the second warrior left his saddle to crash through a merchant’s stand.  The weapon returned once more and the young man faced his friends with a triumphant smile and a host of possibilities turning in his mind.  He could hear the crystal’s shattering song against his chest and he knew without looking the magic was alight within it.
 
   “Change of plans,” he said to Eegrin. “Can you carry her?”
 
   The winged young man didn’t argue.  He wrapped his arms about the young woman’s waist and unfurled his wings.  Sonya shrieked as the ground fell away beneath her and together they soared upward into the air.  
 
   “Steve!” she cried, but in moments they were but a dot in the sky as Eegrin fast climbed out of the range of crossbows.  
 
   Eegrin leveled off and carried Sonya several miles outside of town with powerful strokes before diving like a falling stone.  Sonya felt her stomach leap into her throat and she gripped his arms instinctively as the ground raced up to meet them.  Eegrin leveled off and then eased into a landing with several stabilizing beats of his wings, setting Sonya down gently in an open field.  He then said something—the language incomprehensible to her without Steve—pointing first to her, and then to the ground she stood upon.
 
   At that he launched himself into the air again but, instead of turning toward town as she expected, he turned toward the mountains to the west.
 
   “Where are you going?” she demanded, but he was already too far away to hear—even if she could speak the language.  She turned back toward the direction of town, but that, too, was no use.  Eegrin had carried her swiftly and far, and Steve would either succeed in his plan or die with it long before she could get there.
 
   Steve laid flat on the rooftop watching the approaching warrior, more confident than ever in his capabilities.  His greatest control lie in his power to augment the physical aspects of himself for there was no thought, no massive summoning—and subsequent broadcast—of power.  It was easy.  It seemed to him he had no physical limitations when the crystal answered his call.  His jump to this rooftop had been exhilarating, and yet incredibly natural, and he wondered if everyone with magic could do the same.
 
   The chain mail of the warrior’s mask trembled as his harsh voice barked from behind the steel mesh.  “Move, peasant!  To the square with you.”  Unlike his fellows earlier, this man seemed more intent on herding every citizen toward the market square than lashing out for sport.
 
   Steve rolled across the flat rooftop until he reached the opposite edge.  There, too, another warrior on horseback herding the crowd toward the same destination, and like all the others this one bore the red symbol etched into his leather gambeson.  The young man now fully understood the reason for the fear these people had of him at first sight; his shirt with the red knot work symbol on the breast pocket of his shirt marking him mistakenly for one of Borathis’s own.
 
   The mounted man passed and Steve summoned his staff to his hand before sneaking across the rooftops, jumping from one to the next, pausing and crouching whenever one of Borathis’s men passed too near.  Farther ahead, he heard the booming voice of someone shouting angrily—likely the one in command—and decided it was time climb down.  Anyone on these flat rooftops would be easily spotted from a distance and Steve had no desire to give his approach away.
 
   He dropped down and landed in a crouch, pausing to verify a clear path in both directions.  Once they had finished playing with the townsfolk, Borathis’s men turned to the task of gathering them up and funneling them to the market square.  Now every road and shop lie as deserted and bare as a ghost town.  
 
   So far, so good.  
 
   Without further delay, he ran along the side of the road and hugged close to the empty shops for cover.  Very soon that same booming voice came clearly to his ears.
 
   “Unless he is brought to me, you all suffer!” the voice bellowed.  “I’ll tear your homes and fields apart and I will find him.  Or do you wish to end up like this man?  He sheltered the fugitive and he shall be punished for it—along with the rest of you unless I find him!”
 
   Steve wondered whom ‘this man here’ was supposed to be.  He had already gathered the ‘him’ could be no one but himself, but the only person who ever helped him was—“Shit!” he cursed softly—was Bareg.
 
   Another voice spoke up; some other farmer, most likely.  “I saw the winged man escaping.  I saw him from a distance and he was carrying someone away.”
 
   Steve reached the last shop and then peered carefully around the corner.  By the look of it, the entire population of the town surrounded a raised platform upon which three figures stood and one kneeled.  The kneeling man was Bareg.  Someone had tied his hands behind his back and beaten him several times across the face.  The young wizard guiltily recalled entertaining the notion the ambush in the loft had been because the big farmer had betrayed him; but now he could see he clearly hadn’t given the man enough credit.  The bellowing warrior addressed the crowd in polished steel plate armor that glimmered in the sunlight.  As tall, and easily as wide, as Bareg, he sported broad shoulders, thick legs and powerful hands.  From each joint in his battle dress a single steel spike jutted from the knees, elbows, and shoulders.  He carried a large double-bladed sword at his side and a menacing horned helmet upon his head.  This could be no other than Borathis.  The pair beside him Steve recognized as two of those who had taken he and Sonya prisoner at the barn.
 
   “Please, Lord Borathis,” a bedraggled-looking townsman begged.  “If it was he whom the winged man carried away, then you would destroy our homes and crops for nothing!”
 
   Borathis’s helmet moved slowly from side to side.  “No, if the birdman carried one then one yet remains.”
 
   Steve scanned the outskirts of the crowd counting men.  He didn’t like his odds.  At least two dozen mounted men surrounded the populace, keeping them in check, while Borathis talked.  Every man at his command carried a menacing-looking sword; some carrying crossbows as well.
 
   “Enough talk!” Borathis bellowed to his men.  “Burn the fields and do not stop until either the man or the woman is found!”
 
   “Don’t bother!”
 
   Everyone turned as one toward the voice as a young man walked into view from around the corner of a shopkeeper’s stand.  Borathis remained motionless, but then began laughing until the thunder in his voice filled the market square.  His men joined in separately, their laughter sounding less sincere, as if not exactly sure what was so funny.
 
   “Is this your terrible foe?” Borathis asked of one of the sentries at his side.  The two of them leaned on their staves looking uncomfortable.  Borathis laughed harder than before.    Angrily, the two men jumped down from the platform and the crowd parted for their passage.  They stopped before the youth and held their weapons toward him threateningly.
 
   Steve let his staff drop and raised his hands with his palms out.  “I’m telling you guys, you don’t want to do this.”
 
   They moved to either side and gripped him by his upper arms to haul him forward.  Steve’s left hand went right, and his right to the left, fastening a firm hold on the front of their clothing.  He hoisted them into the air with effortless ease and then tossed them aside as a child might discard toy dolls.  Borathis watched and burst forth with another round of guffaws.  Steve picked his staff up from the ground and then casually walked to where the two men were recovering their feet.  In two swift strokes, he struck them down.
 
   Borathis was clapping now, applauding the conclusion with genuine amusement in his eyes.
 
   Steve nodded.  “How funny is this?”  He hurtled his staff and it flew across the space between them, spinning like a fan blade.  
 
   Borathis’s hand was a blur of motion and the staff broke into two unequal halves.  An instant later, the dinner plate sized saw blade he unleashed whizzed past Steve’s head and embedded itself in the wall of the shop behind him.  The warrior then relaxed his arm to his side slowly, waiting for his young opponent’s next move.
 
   “That was most uncool,” Steve muttered shocked.
 
   When Steve did nothing, Borathis asked, “And what now, little fighter?  You have great strength, but strength alone does not win battles.  You are but one and I am many.”  He held his arms out as if opening the question up to everyone around him.  “What would any of you do in my place?”  The crowd and all his men were silent.  “Well then, this is what I think I would do.”  He motioned casually with his hand and an armored warrior leveled his crossbow on the young man’s chest.
 
   Steve did not need to be a mind reader to understand Borathis was no longer amused.
 
   “My lord and master has instructed that, should I deem it necessary, I am to kill you.”  He waited then several heart pounding moments, then tilted his head, his decision made.  “I find the dead transport more easily than the living.”
 
   Steve’s mind raced.  The crystal had saved him in the barn, allowing him to absorb the blows from the staff, but would that translate to a bolt?  He could feel the crystal’s reassuring thrum against his chest but he wanted to run for his life.  His instincts screamed at him to flee but he doubted it would help.  This was no farmer; the professional crossbowman would likely cut him down before he could take a step.  No, the power of the crystal would have to be enough.
 
   It had to be.
 
   Then an arrow loosed and cut through the air with a deadly hiss.  Razor sharp steel found its target with a dreadful thud, and the warrior aiming at the young man fell from his saddle clutching the feathered shaft protruding from his chest.
 
   Hundreds of winged men dropped from the sky like angels of death screaming their fury.  Borathis’s men went for their crossbows or brandished swords and grew feathered shafts from their own bodies for their trouble.  Screams of terror erupted from the surrounding townsfolk and they scattered like frightened rats in every direction.
 
   Steve turned and jumped to the safety of a rooftop in a single leap as a horde of townspeople flooded toward him.  He looked on as Borathis’s men fought desperately against the assault but, caught off guard, found themselves quickly overwhelmed by the masses of their enemy.  The struggle did not last long, and when it was over only Borathis and six of his men remained.
 
   Eegrin called to Steve from among the throngs of winged men on the ground, waving his arms and shouting at his human friend.
 
   “Eegrin!” Steve returned joyously.  He jumped down and then caught his friend in a powerful hug.  “Man, you have amazing timing.  I thought I was a goner!”
 
   Eegrin laughed.  “Your words are strange as ever, but need no interpretation this time, my friend.”
 
   Steve’s heart pounded in his chest from the adrenaline still coursing through his system, and he reveled in the fact he remained alive.  “What happened to you?  You flew off with Sonya and that was the last I saw of you.  Is she all right?”
 
   Before Eegrin could answer, another winged man stepped forth with rosy cheeks and a huge smile.  His flaring red beard and powerful-looking biceps belied a somewhat round belly on a stout frame covered with exquisitely etched, hard leather armor accented with gold fasteners.  He held his arms out as he approached, as if welcoming a long-lost son.  Steve had no idea who this jovial stranger was but he met this embrace with equal enthusiasm.  He was so happy to be rescued he wanted to hug each and every Jisetra in the square.
 
   The stranger’s laugh was deep and booming as he lifted Steve from the ground and spun him once before setting him down again.  “Ah, it is so good to make your acquaintance, my boy!” he said.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, too,” Steve replied.  “Uh, who are you, by the way?”
 
   The rounded belly shook as he laughed wholeheartedly.  “But of course, where are my manners?  I am King Gorium, general of these fine warriors and ruler of the Jisetrian nation.”
 
   “Oh, I-I’m sorry,” Steve stammered, embarrassed now he had hugged the man.  “I suppose I should have bowed or something.”
 
   Again the King’s rich voice boomed with laughter.  “You are too kind, wizard.”  His eyes turned for a moment to Eegrin.  “Imagine, the Third Power of Mithal bowing to me.”
 
   The king laughed again and Steve eyed Eegrin pointedly with a look that asked, just what have you been telling him?  Eegrin shook his head once and then mouthed the word ‘later’.
 
   Steve’s attention left his friend when King Gorium clapped him on the shoulder.  “Tell me, wizard, what is your name?”
 
   “Steven, your majesty.”
 
   Bareg pushed his way through the throngs of Jisetra until he reached their small circle.  “Are you all right, Steven?  I am sorry they captured you.  My neighbor saw you and—“
 
   “Who are you to barge into the conversation of the king of the Jisetra—and the Third Power of Mithal, no less?” Gorium demanded.
 
   “No, it’s okay,” Steve said quickly.  “Bareg is a friend of mine.  He took me in when no one else would.”
 
   “It was his duty!” the king countered as though that much were obvious.  “Who refused you aid?  I’ll drop them from the clouds with my own two hands!”
 
   “King Gorium, please,” Steve said over his ranting.  “No one knew who I am, but Bareg took us in anyway.”  He then suddenly remembered his original question and turned to Eegrin.
 
   “She has been taken care of,” Eegrin replied with a patting gesture of his hands.  “Some of the men took Sonya in their charge and returned with her to the palace.”
 
   Steve exhaled relieved.  To the king he said, “Bareg is a friend of mine, and I would like him to stay.”
 
   King Gorium nodded with a smile, his good humor returning to his features.  “If it is what you wish, then so be it.  The peasant may stay.”
 
   An outburst of laughter erupted near the platform followed by an enraged, “The Emperor will have your heads for this!”
 
   The king placed an arm about Steve’s shoulders and urged him forward.  The crowd parted as they walked until Borathis, visibly seething with anger, met them with a steely gaze, his hands tied behind his back and lashed to the wrists of his remaining men.
 
   “What is the matter?” King Gorium asked the warlord.  “Do my men trouble you?”
 
   Someone had placed a flower into each of the nostrils of Borathis’s helmet, and he shook them viciously away.  “When Azinon hears of this you will suffer, bird man!”
 
   King Gorium appeared undisturbed.  “Azinon rules humankind; not the Jisetra.  He may have taken the throne of the empire, but he does not rule the whole of it.”  He continued without giving Borathis the chance to reply.  “Until such time as he does, I do as I please, to whomever I please.”
 
   “That time will be here soon,” Borathis hissed.
 
   “Perhaps.”  King Gorium ceded with a tilt of his head.  “But for now it is not so, and until that time has arrived you shall address me as ‘Your Majesty’.”  His brows furrowed in seriousness that promised deadly consequences for refusal.
 
   Borathis’s eyes blazed savagely, and the words dripped as venom from his lips but...  “So be it…Your Majesty.”
 
   Satisfied, the king’s smile returned.  He turned swiftly to an officer on his left, “Now kill them.”
 
   “No!” Steve blurted.
 
   King Gorium halted in place and looked puzzled.  “You wish them spared?” the king asked.
 
   “Well…yeah,” Steve replied, not sounding too convincing even to himself.  “Borathis, I suppose, I don’t mind so much, but the others…”
 
   King Gorium thought a moment and finally said, “Very well, my men shall not harm them.”
 
   Again, Steve was relieved and thankful at the same time.
 
   With a nod from his King, Eegrin ushered Steve and Bareg away.  When they were too far away to hear, King Gorium turned back to the same officer and said, “When we are gone you will take them to the Valley of the Harpies and leave them, unarmed.”  
 
   The officer gave a curt nod and a knowing smile.  “Very clever, Your Majesty.  You keep your word and eliminate those who tried to kill the Third at the same time.”
 
   “Indeed,” King Gorium replied.
 
   Eegrin directed several winged soldiers as they fashioned a harness from leather and rope and attached it securely around Steve’s legs and torso.  When they finished he shook hands with Bareg one final time.
 
   “Thanks for everything.  I won’t forget what you did for us.”
 
   “Think nothing of it,” Bareg replied.  “If I could do it again, I would.”
 
   Steve nodded, not doubting it for a minute.  “I still feel bad about your barn, and several of your chickens were killed when I crashed through the floor.  I just wish there were some way to—”  His eyes widened in sudden inspiration.  “Don’t go anywhere!”
 
   Bareg watched puzzled as Steve rushed past him dragging both lines of his harness along the ground behind him.  He ran straight for the jailhouse and disappeared inside while the farmer scratched his chin.
 
   In a few moments, the three lords and the jailer emerged, scattering in different directions the moment they were clear of the threshold.  Steve emerged a few seconds later with a broad smile on his face, while Bareg’s own reflected pure amazement at what he saw.  Trailing Steve came dozens of floating chairs, interspersed with short floating balusters, filing out of the door after him.  The crowd of winged warriors parted with startled murmurs as Steve approached at the head of the strange procession.
 
   King Gorium stared wide-eyed.  “By the Third!” he breathed.
 
   Each chair hovered a few inches above the ground and followed the young wizard as obediently as trained pets.  He stopped before Bareg with an amused grin in response to the astonishment written plainly across his and every face around.  Steve turned then on his heels and sixty-three chairs and various pieces of the courtroom crowded close.
 
   “This man,” he said referring to Bareg, “will take you to your new home.  I brought you to life but it would not have been possible if not for this man’s hospitality.  Follow his instructions and obey them as if they were my own.  Help him maintain his farm and be of service in any way you can.  In return he will help protect you from the elements and from damage.”  Steve waited a moment, trying to find some sign of comprehension or acknowledgement in their wooden frames.  Of course, now that he thought about it, what could they do?  “Protect him and his family the same way you protected me.”  Steve turned around and said, “They’re all yours.”
 
   Bareg’s face was a mixture of astonishment and immense gratitude.  At a loss for words, he forced himself to speak.  “This is – I do not know what to say.”
 
   “How about yes?  I certainly can’t take them with me where I’m going.”
 
   “Yes!  Yes, of course!  There are many things they can do for us.  They are worth the loss of ten barns!  Steve, this is most generous of you.”
 
    “This is the least I could do after everything you did for me.”
 
   “Consider yourself fortunate, human, and be on your way,” King Gorium said impatiently.  To the young man, “It is time we departed, Wizard Steven.”
 
   Bareg shook hands one last time and turned to go.  The chairs pressed in close behind him and followed as he left.  A murmur of wonder spread through the crowd of winged soldiers as they all departed.
 
   King Gorium clapped his hands loudly once.  “All right, stop your gawking!  We take flight to the palace!”
 
   
  
 

Chapter IX
 
   Their voices united in a triumphant shout, the Jisetra sailed into the air as if gravity reversed itself and hurled them skyward.  Steve shielded his eyes as dust and debris swirled up with the beating of a thousand wings.  He did not even see the two warriors take hold of his draglines in the upward rain of bodies, but his heart skipped a beat as the tethers of his harness snapped taut and carried him upward from the firm security of earth.  The town fell away below him as if fleeing, becoming smaller and smaller until but a speck upon a quilted landscape of fields and rivers.
 
   “You and your friend must feast with us tonight,” King Gorium shouted over the wind.
 
   Steve pulled his eyes away from the spectacle of the landscape.  “Feast?”
 
   “Yes,” the King replied with a hearty laugh.  “When Eegrin informed us of your plight – a wizard’s plight—I knew then the Third Power of Mithal had finally come.  I left instructions for a great banquet to be prepared in your honor.”
 
   Steve tossed a lock of his hair away from his eyes.  “King Gorium, there is something I think I should tell you.  This Third Power business, I’m not so sure you’ve got it right.”
 
   “What is not to get right?” he asked.  “You are the third in Mithal armed with the power of magic.  Certainly, there are others; meagerly talented magicians and the like, but none so powerful as you.  By your name, what further proof need there be but to bring the inanimate to life!”
 
   Steve winced but could say nothing to dispute it, for the king had a valid point.  Even so, for reasons he could not readily explain, he remained doubtful to his very core.  He knew he would have to think on this problem and made a mental note to research the prophecy everyone seemed so fond of quoting at the first opportunity.
 
   Below them, the land gave way to hills, which soon rose higher still to form mountains covered in lush acres of trees and cool, blue streams.  They pressed ever further and the mountains grew higher and higher, before long rising up to either side of the Jisetra and their guests to challenge the very clouds for the sky.  The king’s garrison navigated the great passes and valleys with the surety, strength and adroitness of eagles.
 
   “Wizard, if I may, I would like to ask you a personal question.”  
 
   Something in King Gorium’s tone struck a dubious chord in Steve but he nodded all the same. “Go ahead.”
 
   “This other friend of yours, what is she to you?  A wife perhaps?”
 
   Steve laughed.  “Oh, no, she –“
 
   “Excellent!” the King exclaimed, then he seemed to realize he had just cut the young wizard off and said, “Oh, forgive my manners.”
 
   “King Gorium, I get the impression there is something you aren’t telling me, and it has me a bit confused.”
 
   “But that is good!” the King replied heartily—though an obvious deflection to the young man.  “Confusion is a part of life; as are vengeance, fear, and love.”
 
   The emphasis on that last word worried Steve by no small margin.  
 
   A soldier in the front of the garrison put a horn to his lips and then issued several notes that resounded off the valley walls and derailed Steve’s train of thought, for the spectacle ahead left him absolutely speechless.  It was the size of a mountain.  
 
   No, it is the mountain, he thought stunned.
 
   Steve’s eyes traced the valley floor leading to the base of a mountain like any other, heavily forested and teeming with wildlife.  But five-hundred feet up, the forest gave way to rock; and a thousand feet higher, the rock gave way to a fortress carved from the very stone itself.  Parapets, walls, grand terraces and majestic spiraling pillars standing among decorative wrought iron gates, and great towers; all speaking to the greatness of the Jisetrian nation.
 
   “From where it starts, to the top of the mountain,” King Gorium said with pride in his voice, “and around all sides.  It was completed eons ago, but took three and a half centuries to complete.”
 
   For a moment Steve could not speak in the face of the awesome spectacle.  Finally, “It’s incredible!”
 
   The battlements, balconies, and bartizans shined like silver in the bright sunlight of morning; and the cone-shaped palace boasted bright, multicolored banners proudly snapping in the mountain breezes, boldly enhancing its brilliant splendor and lending a certain ostentatious display.
 
   Steve’s stomach lurched as they descended suddenly.  The mountains to either side seemed to rush past, seemingly chased away by the upward rushing valley below before they leveled off two thousand feet above the tips of the tallest trees.  There, the base of King Gorium’s mountain home loomed before them like a small planet and Steve couldn’t help but recall Obi-wan Kenobi’s oft-quoted line of “That’s no moon.”
 
   The guards upon the parapets saluted their king as he approached and King Gorium acknowledged this with a nod.  One of the guards then turned and signaled to someone Steve could not readily locate, and three of a dozen massive drawbridges set side-by-side in the base of the fortress lowered.  The king and the two winged soldiers carrying Steve moved into the lead of the formation and then swooped down toward the middle entrance.  Steve closed his eyes as they dived, banked, and then swooped into the center opening with him swinging like a controlled pendulum below.  When he opened his eyes again he found himself moving swiftly down a great tunnel with a third of the king’s garrison flying a staggered elevation formation, low, middle and high, close behind.  Deeper they flew, farther into the bowels of the great fortress until emerging into a huge inner chamber where hundreds more Jisetra awaited in formations on the floor and standing in alcoves set into the walls.  All at once, they roared with a mighty cheer.
 
   The two Jisetra carrying him deposited Steve gently to the floor.  Another stepped up to him and made two quick cuts to the harness, allowing it to fall away from him like a shed skin about his feet.
 
   King Gorium moved up by his side smiling from ear to ear.  “They are here for you, my young wizard friend.”  Hundreds more filled the chamber as the rest of the rescue garrison flew in from adjacent tunnels.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Steve said confused.  “They don’t even know who I am.”
 
   “Oh, but they do, wizard, they do.  Your coming has set the Great Wheels of Destiny in motion.  When Eegrin burst into my throne room shouting the Third Power had arrived, I thought the boy gone mad.  But once we understood your situation word spread through the fortress like demonfire.  It would not surprise me if it has already spread to our lookouts on the ranges.”  King Gorium turned to face his people and a renewed cheer erupted from all.  “Hear me!” he cried above the din.  “Hail to the Third Power of Mithal!”
 
   A near-thousand swords left their sheaths as one and then stabbed upward like a legion of lightning rods.  Their voices were like thunder in the massive chamber.  “All hail the Third Power!  Emperor of Mithal!”
 
   Steve looked himself over in the full-length mirror of his room and whistled appreciatively.  “Ve-ry nice,” he commented aloud.  Despite the latest claims of the Jisetra, he knew he was not royalty; but King Gorium refused to believe otherwise and insisted he dress the part.
 
   After their arrival Steve was fed, bathed and measured for a new wardrobe by order of His Majesty.  A dozen winged tailors had scurried about him taking measurements so detailed he was certain they must be fanatics of their trade.
 
   Then again, he thought, maybe disappointing the king just isn’t an option.
 
   Whatever the reason, they had accomplished a superb job.  Not even his favorite pair of Levis felt this made-to-fit.  Eight golden buttons lined the front of a masterfully crafted, white silk shirt with sleeves that billowed slightly from the shoulders and cinched at the wrists with fine golden chains decoratively wrapping up both arms.  White breeches belted around his waist displayed a golden-threaded, embroidered falcon in fierce pose along each thigh.  The cape about his shoulders extended nearly the full length of his frame, ending within inches of the heels of his white leather boots.   All in all, Steve had to admit, he looked like a million bucks.
 
   He crossed the room with his cape flowing after him and then seated himself on the red satin comforter of a huge bed wide enough for eight people to lie side-by-side.  Steve was beginning to wonder if there was anything in the king’s castle that didn’t exist on such a grand scale.
 
   Unable to sit still, he moved across the plush carpet and opened the glass double doors to the balcony before stepping out into the crisp mountain air and the awe-inspiring view.  He stared out at the valley below like a painter contemplating the impossible task of capturing the splendor he beheld.  A green carpet of trees stretched out before him and rolled down the valley and up the face of the mountains to either side, where ice blue streams flowed from snow-capped peaks like veins in the landscape.  To his right a waterfall spilled out over the granite face of a cliff where two eagles soared on the rushing zephyr that tousled his hair.  He had to hand it to her, Mother Nature was a formidable artist.
 
   Steve turned at a knock on his door.  He left the balcony and then closed the doors behind himself.  “Come in.”
 
   Eegrin entered dressed in a formal emerald green uniform.  A single braided rope of silver ran from his right shoulder to his left hip and back again.  Admiring his human friend’s new attire, he smiled approvingly.  “You certainly look the part of your status now.”
 
   Steve sighed his lack of enthusiasm for the state he now found himself in.  “The only status I have is that of a high school student.  Not Third Power, or Emperor of Mithal, or any other title I might trip over before I get out of here.”
 
   “Then you are forgetting the powerful magic denoting you as the Third Power.  The Great Wheels of Destiny have…”
 
   “I am not the Third Power!” Steve blurted in exasperation.  “Everyone keeps talking about this prophecy—but you yourself said it was just a legend.”
 
   Sunlight streamed in from the balcony windows as sunset changed the color of the sky and bathed Steve in an aura of golden orange in the fading light of day.
 
   “You really do not believe, do you—after everything?”
 
   “I know I’m not.  It’s not that I want to seem ungrateful for everything your king has done for me, but what am I supposed to do about all of this—“ he said grabbing the sides of his cloak and flapping it once “—when everyone finally figures out I’m not their guy?”
 
   Eegrin nodded.  “I admire such honesty and integrity.  You speak your thoughts openly and without deceit.  So many others would not hesitate to take advantage given the same situation.  However,” he shrugged and held out his hands, “who you are really makes little difference, anyway.  Third Power or not, you possess powerful magic, and King Gorium would have you his ally because of it.”  He looked to Steve then, and to Steve it seemed rather reluctantly so.  “Like all other characteristics, magic is hereditary.”
 
   Steve had looked away to gather his thoughts but this brought his attention back like a cracking whip.  He replayed those words over in his mind, deriving the obvious conclusion, but scarcely wanting to believe it.  “What are you saying?”
 
   Eegrin shrugged.  “The king has a daughter.”
 
   Steve turned on his heel and put his palms to his temples.  He wanted more than ever to find a path here and now that could take him far, far away, but instead settled for a seat at the end of his bed.  It seemed every time he turned around his world got just a little bit more complicated.
 
   “What if I just say no?” he asked suddenly.
 
   Eegrin gave him a pained look, “I do not think that is a possibility.”
 
   “The hell it isn’t!  I am not the arranged marriage kind of guy.  Where I come from we play by a different set of rules.”
 
   “That is your world,” Eegrin reminded him.  “However, there is another way.  My king believes you to be the Third Power, which places you in a position to refuse a marriage with his daughter.”  He paused and then said, “All you need do is speak the name of the woman you do wish to marry.”
 
   Steve breathed a sigh of relief.  “No problem, then.  I’ll just name someone who isn’t here.”
 
   “The king will fetch her.”
 
   “Then I’ll name someone from my world.”
 
   Eegrin was shaking his head.  “The prophecy states the Third will wed unto one of the royal houses of Mithal.  No one from your world is eligible—at least not in the eyes of the king.”
 
   Steve didn’t know what to say, though the disbelief on his face spoke volumes.  “I’ve got to get home,” he said exasperated.  “That’s all there is to it.  On this world I could stand perfectly still and things would spin crazy around me.”
 
   “Perhaps so,” Eegrin said reaching for the door.  “But for now we must go and join the king in the great hall.  Who knows?  Maybe I am wrong and he will not ask you to marry his daughter, after all.”
 
   Steve dared to hope.  “You think so?”
 
   Eegrin shook his head, regret full on his face.  “I do not.”
 
   Eegrin led him silently through a maze of corridors and inner chambers decorated splendidly in rich fabrics, fine tapestries, and beautiful works of art.  Every Jisetrian they passed bowed respectfully to Steve, who himself did not know how to respond to the courtesy.  He decided finally just to nod as the king had done rather than potentially make a fool of himself with some other gesture.
 
   “Have you seen Sonya?” he asked finally, more so take his mind off his worries.
 
   “I have not—at least not since I left her in the field in my rush to rescue you.”
 
   “She’ll be at the banquet, won’t she?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Eegrin assured him with a nod.  “I informed the king that, like you, she comes from Earth, and is also your friend.  After all, any close friend of the Third Power of Mithal is a welcome guest of the Jisetra.”
 
   Steve had to hand it to the king.  He couldn’t help but be impressed at the great lengths taken to make him feel welcome.  But that did not make him forget, however, His Majesty’s underlying motive to influence his decision to marry.
 
   They stopped before a pair of double doors painted with the scene of an aerial battle pitched between the Jisetra and a winged serpent.  The two sentries standing watch touched their fists to their chests just above their hearts in salute.  Steve nodded in return, and the two guards opened the doors for their passage.  Eegrin paused just a moment to say, “When we pass through, take three steps and wait.  The King will wish to greet you formally.”  Steve nodded at this and together they stepped inside.
 
   The young wizard decided the answer to his earlier question to himself was no.  There really did not seem to be anything that did not exist on a grand scale; and the banquet hall was no exception.  Eegrin halted and Steve proceeded the three steps and then stopped, waiting, his eyes taking in the scene of splendor and decadence.  Above him, crystal chandeliers of amazing complexity hung suspended like translucent puzzles in the air while great glowing orbs—powered by what magic he could only guess—shined down from their wall sconces and bathed the entire chamber in a full but soft light.  In the center of this tremendous room, a black and white tile floor polished to a mirror-like quality and surrounded by scores of blue satin-covered tables at which sat over two hundred military officers, lords and ladies of King Gorium’s court.
 
   The king himself sat at a table entirely separate at the far end of the chamber.  He wore regal robes of emerald and crimson with a thin band of gold resting upon his brow.  He rose from his crafted oak throne and boomed in a loud voice, “My friends, this day is cause for celebration!  I welcome you, Steven, mighty magus and Third Power of Mithal, to the kingdom of the Jisetrian people.”  The surrounding court rose from their seats as one and waited.
 
   Steve’s gaze had already found Sonya, seated immediately to the king’s left and dressed in an exquisite off-the-shoulder gown of royal blue.  Her smile as their eyes met warmed him.  After a few too many moments of silence, Eegrin moved up beside his friend and nudged him from his distraction.
 
   “Ah, yes.  King Gorium,” he said, “on behalf of Sonya and myself, I thank you for your hospitality.  I also want to thank you and all the Jisetrian warriors involved in my rescue for your timely assistance, without which I might not have survived.”
 
   “On behalf of my people, I assure you it was our great honor,” King Gorium replied.  “You freed one of my men, and for that I’m thankful to you.”
 
   Despite his words, Steve could not help but ponder what level of assistance King Gorium would have rendered had he not believed he was rescuing the Third Power.  An unsettling thought but he wondered all the same.
 
   The king gestured idly and then everyone took their seats once more.  With a look and nod from their monarch, the musicians took up their instruments and played a favorite piece of the regent’s that had become a traditional opening for his banquets and balls.  Simultaneously, a young woman to the King’s right left her seat and made her way toward the two young men across the hall.
 
   “I thought as much,” Eegrin muttered below his breath.  
 
   Here we go, Steve thought steeling himself.  One thing was certain: his winged friend had not given him the wrong impression about her.  The approaching young woman appeared every bit as beautiful as described.  Long, strawberry red hair framed a face marked by regal shape, high cheekbones, and a voluptuous figure.  Just then, however, he realized King Gorium’s deviousness as she walked toward him with her crimson wings folded neatly across her back.
 
   “Not good,” Steve muttered.  Left and right, and all about, his gaze scanned the other guests; just as he was the only man dressed in white, so too was she the only woman.  Her intricate, white off-the-shoulder gown featured gold embroidery, hand-beaded pearls, and a full gathered skirt of a royal magnificence unequalled by any other woman in the room.  She stopped in the center of the checkerboard marble floor and, this time, Steve needed no instruction.  With a deep breath to steady his nerves, he walked forward.
 
   He stopped before her and King Gorium’s voice called over the soft melody in the air.  “May I introduce my daughter, Princess Vessla.”  She curtsied with a shy smile and he met this with a practiced bow of his own.
 
   Earlier that day Eegrin had taught him a traditional, yet simple, dance commonly known by all of the high court of Jisetra; and now, as he and the princess came together and touched hands, he was particularly thankful for his friend’s time.  Though a far cry from anything he had ever done on the dance floor at The Oz, this integrated elements almost avian in movement, and its simple grace he found enjoyable to perform.  Even given his practice, however, he was not without missteps, but Princess Vessla’s royal proficiency compensated expertly for his mistakes, her lithe form responding to make most go unnoticed.
 
   Steve tried to maintain his focus on the dance but found it exceptionally difficult.  The back of the princess’s dress was open to allow for her wings, and those times of the dance when his arm encircled her waist he found her soft skin under his touch a distraction.
 
   The music then ended, to both Steve’s relief and dismay, and the two of them proceeded together back to the head table.  
 
   King Gorium greeted them with his usual good cheer as Steve helped the princess with her chair.  “You have learned the Dance of Morinkine well, Steven,” he commented.
 
   Steve rolled his eyes as he took his seat by the King’s daughter.  “Thanks, though I know I have a lot of room for improvement.”
 
   Princess Vessla reached over and touched the top of his hand, “I would be happy to teach you, Wizard Steven.  You move very well and I think you would prove to be a most adept student.”
 
   Steve smiled and found he liked the sound of her voice; soft and light, with an uncommon and fluid lilt to her speech.  “Thank you, Princess,” he said.  “And I’m sure you would make an excellent teacher—but, please, call me Steven.  I’ve never been one to stand on my titles.”
 
   “Then you must call me Vessla,” she replied.
 
   Steve smiled at that.  Though he knew this entire evening was a set up, he had to admit the king’s daughter possessed a disarming charisma.  
 
   He glanced across the jovial monarch to Sonya and then excused himself.  “Pardon me for a moment, Vessla.  I have not seen my friend since early this morning, and she knows no one here.”
 
   Vessla nodded.  He walked around the king’s chair and then helped Sonya up from hers.  In English he said, “Has anyone told you you’re the prettiest Earth girl in the place?”
 
   Sonya laughed, touching her fingertips to her chest and batting her eyelashes theatrically.  “I’ll bet you say that to all the displaced Earth girls.”  She took his hand and together they walked to the ballroom floor amid a dozen other couples already there.
 
   The King watched them go and then leaned to his daughter.  “So what do you think of him thus far, Vessla?”
 
   “Oh, Father, I do like him!  He is handsome, and strong, and so full of life.  Can you not just feel there is something different about him?”
 
   Her father chuckled.  “No, I am sorry.  I am afraid that magical talent is yours alone, but is it not his power you sense?”
 
   Vessla tilted her head slightly a moment but, ultimately, shook her head.  “I do not think so.”
 
   King Gorium raised his brows.  “Really?  What then do your instincts tell you, my dear?”
 
   “I am not sure as yet.”  She was tapping her chin with a forefinger.  “But, rest assured, I will find out.”
 
   Steve led Sonya to the center of the marble floor and then faced her, taking her hands in the first position of the Dance of Morinkine as he was taught.  She hesitated, however, and looked confused.
 
   “They didn’t show you?” he asked, to which she shook her head no.  He frowned at that.  “And I’m far from a qualified teacher.”  With no other option left available, Steve simply shrugged and then stepped close.  “I guess we’ll just have to do it our way.”
 
   Vessla looked at them quizzically.  “Look, Father,” she said.
 
   King Gorium watched over a sip of wine as his two guests danced.  The two young people moved in time with the music but so closely together their bodies nearly touched.  Steve’s forearms pressed lightly on Sonya’s sides with his fingers interlaced behind her back and her own hands upon his shoulders.
 
   “It is certainly…unusual,” the king remarked.
 
   “Yes,” Vessla agreed, sounding wholly intrigued.  Half turning to him she said, “Shall we, Father?”
 
   He dabbed at his lips with a cloth napkin and then nodded.  “Indeed.”  Taking his daughter by the hand, they departed for the dance floor.
 
   “I wonder,” Steve mused, “why I haven’t seen you until now?”
 
   Sonya’s shoulders rose and fell.  “It doesn’t really matter, it was only a day.  You make it sound like a week.”
 
   “It’s not that.  Just—something that was said to me earlier.”  He could not explain better than that..
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “It’s nothing.  Forget it.”
 
   She nodded, apparently willing to let the matter drop.  “These clothes seem to suit you,” she said changing the subject.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look more handsome.”
 
   Steve half smiled in mild embarrassment and his blush made her laugh.  She pulled him close and hugged him.  “Okay, that was adorable!”
 
   That only made the heat rush to his cheeks all the more so he held her and tried to hide it in the depths of her hair.  She smelled magnificently of wildflowers in early spring.  
 
   He pulled back and turned at a tapping on his shoulder to find the king and his daughter dancing next to them.
 
   “Certainly you did not think to keep your beautiful friend all evening?” King Gorium said jovially.  He released his daughter and bowed to Sonya, who responded with a curtsy of her own.  King Gorium chuckled cheerily as he led her a dozen steps away and proceeded to show her the first steps to the Dance of Morinkine.
 
   Steve watched all this dubiously but said nothing.  Instead, he bowed to Vessla and took her hands in his to begin the same dance but she, however, surprised him by stepping close and snaking her arms up around his neck as Sonya had done.  She smiled sensuously as she looked in his eyes and the crystal flickered unnoticed as Steve suddenly felt the air around him grow hot.  He distrusted this immensely but Eegrin had warned him of her father’s intentions, so it was just a matter of not letting her get under his skin.
 
   Vessla’s wide, innocent eyes looked up fully into his own as he placed his hands on her slender waist, and she reached up with the tips of her fingers and stroked his hair at the back of his head.  Slowly they moved in time with the music and, with every step, she incrementally drew him closer and closer until soon her full breasts pressed against him.  Drawing so close, Steve’s fingertips now touched the smooth, soft skin across her bare back and he found it increasingly difficult to ignore the gorgeous beauty pressing herself against him.
 
   Maintain, maintain, he thought.
 
   Vessla adjusted her wings and Steve found they now pressed his hands firmly against her flesh.  Her skin felt cool to the touch but Steve knew this was only because she was setting his own body on fire.  His heartbeat raced and he felt hot all over in response to the seductive press of her form and the sultry invitation of her eyes that never looked away from his own.  One thing was certain, he thought idly, that if he did marry her he would be the envy of men on two worlds.  
 
   Steve blinked his surprise at the train of his thoughts.  Good lord, what am I thinking!?
 
   The music ended and Vessla stepped back from him, applauding the musicians, as did the other lords and ladies around them.  Steve breathed a sigh of relief as he applauded—incredibly relieved, in fact.  Vessla laughed, a beautiful sound, and led him back to King Gorium’s table by the hand.  Apparently, she was not through with him yet.
 
   The King and Sonya arrived at the same time and all four took their seats.  Servants came then and poured a rich purple wine into goblets of polished silver.
 
   “To the future,” King Gorium said raising his goblet.
 
   Sonya, of course, did not understand but she apparently recognized a toast when she saw one and raised her own glass into the air, as did Steve and Vessla their own.  The King took a mighty swig while Sonya and Vessla only sipped.  Steve did neither and was quite happy to put his wine down untouched.
 
   The King noticed this immediately.  “You do not drink with us?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not the wine or anything,” Steve assured him.  He needed an excuse so he offered the first that came to mind.  “Where I come from I am not old enough to drink.”  He glanced cautiously at the princess, reminding himself that keeping his wits—all of them—was definitely the right course.
 
   “Ah, but you forget,” the King said.  “This is not Earth.  This is Mithal.  Here you are my guest, and for a guest it is customary to drink.  Please, a single goblet for the evening and I shall be appeased.”
 
   Steve thought about it and then finally agreed.  “All right,” he said. “One.”
 
   King Gorium and Steve laughed loudly as they touched goblets in yet another toast.  “Here is to beautiful women!” the king boasted.  A tiny rivulet of grease ran down his beard and he wiped at it with his hand, smearing it all the more.
 
   “Yes!” Steve replied with equal enthusiasm.  He swallowed once and replaced the goblet hard on the table, sloshing it as he did so.  His eyes refused to focus on any distant objects so he focused instead on the succulent meats and crisp fruits and vegetables before him.  Never before could he remember eating so well and so much, though it was his goblet of wine that truly puzzled him.  The dark purple liquid was barely lower than the rim but he could swear no servant had been by to fill it.  Beside him the king swallowed another mouthful of mutton and Steve asked of him, “Wait, wait.  Who’s been filling our cups?”
 
   “No one,” the king replied.  “They never run dry.”
 
   The two of them looked at each other for a moment, then burst out with laughter that rang off the walls.
 
   “No, really,” the king said between guffaws.  “They are magical.  Fill them with any liquid, and they will slowly refill themselves until you dump them out all at once.”
 
   Again they laughed.
 
   At some point that Steve could not pinpoint exactly, the atmosphere had changed from one of a formal, proper gathering of well-behaved nobles to a rowdy bacchanal.  Men and women everywhere raised their goblets in loud toasts amid rapacious feasting that worsened by the hour.  On the marble floor a few couples had even taken to experimenting with the close-quarters dancing Steve and Sonya—then later Steve and Vessla—performed earlier.  And they found they liked it.  Combined with a little wine to loosen the inhibitions and some interesting modifications had begun to transpire.
 
   Steve opened his mouth to say something to the king when Vessla’s finger preempted him with a touch beneath his chin.  She then gently eased his face toward her and he leaned with the motion, offering no resistance.
 
   “Do you like me, Steven?” she asked.
 
   “Of course,” he answered shortly, perplexed at such an odd question.  “Why wouldn’t I?”  A hot flash washed over him and he couldn’t honestly say if it was the wine or Vessla’s seductive tone of voice.
 
   “Would you like to go for a walk?” she then asked, placing her hand over his and stroking his skin with her thumb.
 
   “I’m not so sure I should,” Steve said, suspicious even through the fog of wine.  “I’m your father’s guest.  It would be rude.”
 
   Vessla leaned her head to the side and looked to her father.  “Father, would you excuse us?”
 
   “By all means!” King Gorium bellowed with an exaggerated upward throw of his hand.  “The hour is late and there is much to do tomorrow.  Vessla, I doubt our young friend here can find his way back to his chambers.  Be a dear and escort him.  I shall join you in a while.”
 
   Steve could not be sure, for the wine made it difficult to think altogether clearly, but walking back to his chambers with her meant he would be alone with her.  Didn’t Eegrin warn him about a situation like this?  There was a reason, but for the life of him he could not remember why?  Then…
 
   What am I thinking?  It’s a party!  He dismissed the idea making the sound of a motorboat with his lips.  Stop being so paranoid and just go to bed.
 
   Steve opened the door of his chambers and Vessla glided into the room beyond unbidden.  He inhaled the sweet fragrance of her perfume as it washed over him and forced down a sudden urge to kiss her with a shake of his head.
 
   What am I thinking?  Steve walked in after her, stubbornly pushing those thoughts aside with yet another shake of his head, but the sudden vertigo this caused him made him stagger.
 
   Vessla whirled and caught him up in her arms, staggering back herself beneath his weight.  The two of them stumbled several steps—him forward and her backward— before collapsing together upon the bed.  Vessla gave a shriek and then laughed, but Steve just wanted the room to stop spinning.  He closed his eyes for several seconds and, slowly, the world began to unwind.  When he opened them again he found himself propped on his forearms, staring down into the light green depths of Vessla’s eyes.  From this angle her gown left little to the imagination and the swell of her breasts heaved with each breath.
 
   “Princess,” he said, trying with a heroic mental effort not to stare at her bosom, “I think mayb—mmph!”  In mid-sentence she reached up and pulled him down to her.  Her kiss was excruciatingly sweet and in his fog Steve gave himself over to it, his body reacting immediately to the voluptuous form pressed against his with an eighteen year-old’s yearning.
 
   I will join you shortly, the king had said.
 
   Steve broke off the kiss with a look akin to horror.  He could just imagine her father’s reaction to walking in on them in such a compromising position and Steve’s…well, rather embarrassing state.  Amid thoughts of that awful possibility, the additional consideration of what he was allowing to happen entered his clouded mind and he rolled desperately away from her and onto the floor.
 
   “What is wrong, beloved?” she asked propping herself up on one elbow as he scrambled clumsily to his feet.
 
   Steve threw his cape back around behind him and then took several calming moments to cool his engines.  “It feels so right, that’s what’s wrong.”
 
   Vessla giggled.  “Of course it feels right.  You and I are destined.  And soon, it shall be as it was foretold.”
 
   Steve went back to the door and then closed it—not because he wanted privacy, but because it was the perfect excuse to put some distance between them.  “I don’t see it that way, Princess.”
 
   “But it is,” she countered coming gracefully to her feet.  “It is said the Third Power will wed to royal lineage, but only to one possessed of magic.”  She indicated herself with elbows bent and palms up to either side.  “I am both.  And soon my father will be here to offer you my hand in marriage.”  Her eyes twinkled then and the corners of her mouth curled in a sly, seductive smile.  “Then after the wedding you and I can have some real fun.”
 
   Just the way she said those words made Steve groan with longing.  Somewhere inside his teenage brain a voice was screaming, ‘Yes!  What the hell are you waiting for?’  At the moment he didn’t honestly know; but he did know making any major decisions—or doing anything monumentally stupid—in his current state of mind was a really, really bad idea.
 
   “Will you stop acting so silly?  Come and join me on the bed so we can talk.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Steve replied holding up his hands, palms out.  His father’s advice leaped forward from the recesses of his mind and gave him much-needed resolve.  It was crude and very blunt; but at the time his father was speaking to hormone-surging young man of fifteen who was beginning to date in earnest.  In-your-face candor was the only way to make it stick.  “Remember, son,” he had said, “a hard-on has no conscience.”
 
   Just then, truer words had never been spoken.
 
   “All right,” Vessla said kicking off her shoes.
 
   Steve noted despairingly even her feet were cute.  God forbid he should ever catch a glimpse of her legs.
 
   “If you’ll not come to me, beloved, then you leave me no choice.”
 
   Steve edged up against the wall as Vessla stalked him with eyes like a hungry predator.  She backed him into a corner and spread her wings, cutting off any chance he had of eluding her further.  He closed his eyes tight, determined to refuse her with every last ounce of his will if necessary.  Nothing she would do would phase him.
 
   Vessla’s fingers reached out and found his rib cage.  Steve eyes flashed open and he jumped reflexively.  Grinning evilly, she continued to probe her fingers up and down his sides.  “Hey, stop!” he said with an accidental smile.  Don’t!”  He squirmed and dodged, twisted and turned, but Vessla’s artful fingers never missed and she laughed delighted.
 
   “Hey, come on!  Knock it—ha ha!”  His reactions to every prod and tweak only seemed to spur her on.  Steve had to get out of that corner and he knew the only way to do that was to fight fire with fire.  He placed his right arm about her waist, pulling her close, while his left hand tickled her mercilessly.  Her eyes went wide and she squealed and screamed in a fit of laughter, struggling desperately to free herself from his embrace.
 
   “Don’t!  Stop!” she pleaded.
 
   Steve relented then, giving her a chance to catch her breath.  Her laughter faded away until only a winsome smile remained.  “Did you say, ‘don’t stop’?” he asked.  Vessla squealed anew as his fingers danced over the sensitive areas of her mid-section.  Her legs buckled and Steve eased her onto the floor.  He tickled her a few seconds more as she struggled beneath him, enjoying the sound of her laughter, before he got up and left her a giggling mess on the floor.
 
   Her laughter faded away as she wrapped her arms about herself, then eventually moved into a sitting position.   “You cheat,” she said, her wings beating the air once in emphasis.
 
   Despite himself, Steve was smiling.  “I call it self-defense.”
 
   The princess tilted her head as she regarded him intently.  For his part, Steve shifted uncomfortably under that scrutiny.  
 
   “Why do you put so much effort into resisting me?” she asked.  “Do you not consider me a worthy bride?”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” Steve said, taking a seat on the bed.  He paused on the verge of speaking, for his clouded mind fought to sift out what he could and could not tell her.  If she knew the whole truth, or at least what he believed to be the truth, her father would force him to marry her against his will.  But if he did not tell her…
 
   “I have never been with a man before, if that is what worries you.”
 
   Steve smiled.  Oh, if it were only as simple as that.  
 
   “Vessla, it isn’t any of that.  I just—we’ve only known each other for a few hours.  You only want to marry me because your father believes I’m the Third Power.”  He let his head fall into his hands.  That wine had been potent and he still struggled under its intoxicating influence.
 
   Vessla stood and then crossed over to where he sat to lift his chin gently with both hands.  She then seated herself in his lap and proceeded to kiss him lightly, first on the ear, then on the cheek, stopping only when her mouth hovered scant inches from Steve’s own.  Her breath was hot and moist and Steve inhaled this like the spice of life.  Seconds passed and still she held her ground, pressing no closer, but each passing moment burning him like the blade of a hot knife.  This was too much to bear.  He leaned forward, hungry for her lips, and kissed her.  She closed her eyes as she met him, her own hands moving to either side of his face.  Steve’s arms went around her as he surrendered to his need, too caught up in what he was feeling to question the wisdom of it.  One thought alone dominated all others: he wanted her.
 
   He felt a heat building within his chest and the crystal flickered.  The memory of that magical sensation triggered another thought then and it hit him like a slap across the face.
 
   Amy.  
 
   Steve stood bolt upright, bringing Vessla abruptly to her feet.  “I’m sorry,” he said breathless.
 
   Vessla looked to him with confusion written clearly upon her face.  “Why do you fight?” she demanded petulantly.  “You and I were meant to be, and still you fight it.  Why?”
 
   Steve struggled to find the words to explain himself—at the same time knowing he could not tell her the truth.  “Vessla, believe me when I say it has nothing to do with you.  It’s just—I’m from an entirely different world, and the way we do things is just different.  Ever since I showed up here everyone has been saying I’ve got to do this, or I’m destined to do that, and all because of some prophecy you all say has been around for a thousand years but I’ve never even seen.  And you, you’re a beautiful, intelligent woman, and I’m sure you would make a wonderful wife, but where I’m from you just don’t jump into marriages with someone you haven’t even known a day.  You and your father are in such a rush to get all of this done and I feel like you are all just trying to sweep me along.”
 
   Vessla exhaled and blinked once slowly.  She nodded then and said, “I think I am beginning to understand.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “I suppose in the excitement of your arrival, we have forgotten how this would be difficult for someone to grasp who had not been raised with it from the time of their birth.  Oh, Steven,” she said touching his cheek, “I understand how you feel but there is really nothing either of us can do.”  She moved around behind and hugged him, her arms about his waist and her cheek resting against his back.  “You and I are destined to be together.  When I was just a little girl and my talent first manifested, my father knew it was a sign the Third Power would one day come for me.  He knew we would be married as the prophecy foretold and together we would take back the world for the sake of all that is good.  You will purge this realm of the black sickness, and together we shall become the new Emperor and Empress of Mithal.”
 
   Steve gently eased himself out of her embrace and turned to face her.  “Princess, you talk more about a prophecy I know nothing about.”
 
   She smiled at him sweetly.  “You are right.  Come,” she said taking his hand.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I’m taking you to the library.  There you will learn of our destiny as it was foretold a millennia ago.”
 
   They passed through a pair of great double doors and into the vast room beyond—no, not room; this was a stadium.  Three stories of shelves lined the walls of this grand chamber and in multiple rows along the first floor, one right after another in domino fashion.  Steve tried to count the number of upright shelves along one lane alone on the first floor but found he could not differentiate one shelf from another beyond seventy yards.  More of the same glowing orbs he had seen in the great hall illuminated this other chamber from brackets set in the walls and at the ends of the upright shelves.  Instead of a polished marble floor, however, they stood upon a short-cropped rug of light burgundy beneath their feet.
 
   “There must be a million books in here,” Steve said amazed.
 
   “I’m not sure, really,” Vessla replied.  “But I do know they range from all over the empire—a great many from human monasteries scattered all about the land.  Come on.”  She led him directly down the center of the huge library, casting quick glances to the left and right as they passed each aisle.  “I know he’s around here somewhere.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Dunkin.  He has been the librarian here since before I was born, and he is like family to me.  When I was a little girl I used to play games of hide-and-seek in here, and somehow he always managed to find me.  He is such a dear, sweet old man, and he knows so much about the prophecy that you might consider him an expert.  The original document was kept in the Imperial Palace, but that was before Azinon came so who knows if that even still exists.  Fortunately, Duncan committed it to memory long before the war.  Since then he has spent years studying the verses, trying to discover something that might reveal more clearly the future.”
 
   They walked deeper amongst the ancient tomes—immaculately kept, Steve noticed—and dusting off a ledger in a book-lined alcove they found the old librarian.  He dressed simply in a brown habit over his fragile frame, with gray hair and silver feathers, and leathery skin lined with age.  His face, however, put the young man at ease just gazing upon it, for it revealed a gentle kindness and wisdom of a man even beyond his advanced years.  
 
   He placed the ledger back on its shelf when he spied the two young people heading his way.  “How can I help – ah!  My little princess!”
 
   Vessla hugged the kindly old man and said, “It’s always nice to see you, Dunkin.”
 
   “And you, my little princess.  It seems you grow lovelier every day.”
 
   Vessla flushed slightly.  “You flatter me too much.  But, please, I have someone I would like you to meet.  Dunkin, this is Steven, my fiancé and Third Power of Mithal.”  She spoke the latter with beaming pride in her voice.
 
   Dunkin offered his hand saying, “It is indeed an honor for this old scholar to have lived long enough to meet you, lord wizard.”
 
   Steve shook hands with a smile, though he disliked Princess Vessla’s reference to him as her fiancé.  “The pleasure is mine, sir.  And may I say this is the grandest library I have ever seen.  How do you manage it?”
 
   Dunkin chuckled and replied, “With a great deal of eager young scholars, all tagging at my heels like a pack of hungry pups.  But come now, why is it you two are here with an old man rather than celebrating with our king?”
 
   “Steven wishes to know of the prophecy,” Vessla said.  “He has heard of it many times now, but from those nowhere near as erudite as you, dear Dunkin.”
 
   The old librarian smiled.  “Now it is you who flatter me, little princess.”  Then to Steve he said, “How is it I might serve you, lord wizard?”
 
   “Please, it’s just Steven.”  The old librarian seemed somewhat surprised by the request to address him in the familiar, but nodded assent.  “I just need to know what is in this prophecy.  Then I can decide whether or not to believe it.”
 
   “Oh, believe it,” Dunkin said simply.  “The man who wrote the passages you seek is a mystery, but his gift in prophecy was remarkable beyond any before or since.  He foresaw your coming, Steven, and not only that, he knew from where you would come.  I know nothing of this other world from which you once lived, but I doubt their need for you is as great as that of Mithal.”
 
   “The plague,” Steve affirmed.  “The one everyone calls the black death.”
 
   The old man nodded gravely, “Yes.  It appeared as suddenly as the Dark One and his hellish legions, and only the Third Power of Mithal can purge the realm of its evil.”
 
   “I saw the effects of this disease in a town not far from here,” Steve said.  “I was told it has a magical origin.  Is that true?”
 
   “Very much so,” Dunkin agreed.  “Even we, the Jisetra, as far remote as we are from the other races of Mithal, have not escaped its foul touch.”  He looked to the side then and stared at nothing, but far away.  Then he blinked and returned his attention with an apologetic grin to the young man.  “Those of us who show the first signs of contamination are quarantined immediately and relocated to the lowest levels of the fortress; though many choose to end their lives before the worst of its strikes them down.  I do not blame them.  It is horrible way to meet one’s end.”
 
   Steve empathized with the old librarian’s pain, for he could only imagine how many friends and loved ones he had likely already lost.
 
   “But how am I supposed stop it?”
 
   The old man did not answer, lost as he was amid his own thoughts again.  Vessla touched him gently on the arm and he returned from his sullen contemplation.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  Your question again?”
 
   “The black death,” Steve said.  “How can I stop it?”
 
   Dunkin’s frail shoulders rose and fell.  “I do not know.  I am not the one chosen.  You, Steven, as the Third Power, must find a way.  You are ‘born of an alien world where the science of man has replaced the mystical ways.’”  Steve could tell by the way Dunkin stressed the latter he quoted directly from the prophecy.  “The savior of foreign birth shall come to our dying land gifted with the healing touch and render the Empire restored’.  It does not say how you will heal the land, only that you shall.”
 
   Render the Empire restored.  Steve mulled these words over in his head as another idea started to take shape.  The simplest interpretation of that lone passage posits the Third Power will heal the land—an interpretation to which King Gorium and the rest of the Jisetra clearly subscribe—but his vision in the Memsherar made him believe otherwise.
 
   “With all due respect, Dunkin, I think there may be a possibility you’ve misinterpreted one of the verses.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “In the Memsherar I saw…”  He stopped as he remembered his vision of the three courtiers who failed to see the Imperial Princess away from the castle.  They had said she disappeared.  Steve was silent as he also remembered the sorcerer’s words to him at The Oz, “The Emperor lives yet, in the dungeons beneath the palace.”
 
   “What is it, Steven?” Vessla asked.
 
   He was silent for a moment more and then said, “Just something I remember.  Dunkin, how much do you know about the war?”
 
   “As much as can be known,” the old librarian replied.
 
   “All right then, whatever became of the Imperial Princess after she disappeared?”
 
   “No one knows, although she is presumed dead,” Dunkin shrugged.  “To this day it is still a mystery.  Why?”
 
   “Because I have a feeling she’s still alive.  Azinon said he keeps the Emperor alive in the dungeons beneath the palace—and he said it in such fashion as to make me believe the monarch was some kind of war trophy.  But I think maybe it’s more likely he’s using the Emperor to keep someone else on their best behavior.”
 
   Vessla gasped, “The Imperial Princess?”
 
   “Exactly,” Steve affirmed.  “While I was in the Memsherar I had a vision, and there were three escorts who were to take the Princess away, but said they lost her to some magical being that stole her way.  If that was Azinon, marrying her would legitimize his claim to her father’s throne.  And what better way to keep her in line than to threaten her with her own father’s life?”
 
   Dunkin scratched at his chin with a finger.  “I think, Steven, with this information of your vision, you have just opened up a door in the prophecy I had never before considered.  If the adopted child of evil were deposed or otherwise killed, the Imperial Princess would take over as Empress of Mithal.  You would have effectively ‘rendered the Empire restored’ by placing the Emperor’s descendent upon the throne.  Well done, young man!  This is an interesting possibility, to be sure.”
 
   “Oh, Steven!” Vessla exclaimed excited.  “How can you doubt your destiny now?”  She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him.
 
   “My little princess,” Dunkin said gently, “though very intriguing, what we have deduced here is only a possibility.”
 
   Vessla turned saying, “I know it is true!  It all fits too well into place.  Steven will vanquish the evil and good will return to the realm!”
 
   “Wait a second,” Steve said.  “Dunkin, what about the whole marriage part of this prophecy?  What does it say about that?”
 
   “It foretells your marriage unto a royal house of Mithal, but only to that individual who is possessed of magic in their soul.”
 
   “And I am she!” Vessla said happily.  “I have the magical ability of post-cognition.  I can discover things about people even they do not know themselves.  And no other race on Mithal possesses magic within their royal house.”
 
   Steve suddenly found himself seriously considering what the princess had been telling him all along.  “If I really am this Third Power—” he looked to Vessla—“then you and I really are supposed to get married.”  He said this last dumbfounded.
 
   “Of course,” Vessla replied looking barely able to contain her excitement.  “And I do not care if this new revelation means we are never the Emperor and Empress of the realm.  When it is all over, we shall be the most heralded couple in the history of Mithal!  Oh, Father will be so proud!”
 
   “I’m getting married?” Steve mumbled in disbelief.
 
   “It does tend to lean to that conclusion,” Dunkin remarked.  “But what is wrong, lord wizard?  You seem…out of sorts by this news.”
 
   “It’s just that I never quite realized the significance of all this until now.  I mean… marriage… that’s no small thing.”
 
   Dunkin chuckled.  “Indeed not.  It shall be as it was foretold, and you both have my sincerest blessings.”
 
   “Oh, thank you, Dunkin,” Vessla said hugging him.  She then turned and quickly led Steve away by the hand.  “Come.  Father will be overjoyed!”
 
   She led him swiftly through the passageways of her home unerringly until they stood before Steve’s chamber doors once more.  King Gorium turned as the two young people appeared and he said, “Ah, there you are!  I was beginning to wonder where the two of you had wandered off to.”
 
   “Father, we have wonderful news!” Vessla proclaimed.  “Steven knows of his destiny.  We are to be married!”
 
   King Gorium clapped his hands together once. “This is wonderful!”  He crossed the room and then engulfed the both of them in a bear hug.  “I knew from the moment I laid eyes upon him you two were meant for each other.”
 
   The king released them and Vessla continued, “But that is not all, Father.”  She quickly explained what Steve and Dunkin had deduced together in the library only a short time before.
 
   “But of course!” King Gorium gasped.  He paced the room for a full minute thinking to himself.  “It all makes perfect sense.  Why else would the Dark One preserve the Emperor’s life?  Steven, you are brilliant!”
 
   He shrugged, feeling none of the ebullience his fiancée or her father expressed.  “Well, it makes sense, anyway.”
 
   “Can you believe it, Vessla?” King Gorium asked rhetorically.  “He has been here but a day and already he has clarified the prophecy.  And I will soon have that very same man for a son-in-law!  I am the proudest man in the entire Jisetrian kingdom.”  He grabbed Steve in another bear hug, and then set him down again.  “My grandchildren will not be able to help but be fine and strong.”
 
   There came a knock at the door and the three of them turned.  A winged sentry stepped inside, clearly reluctant to intrude upon his monarch.  “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but there are visitors in the great hall.  They have come seeking audience with you.”
 
   “Not now, man!” the king snapped.  “We are discussing matters of state here.  Tell them to wait and I shall see them in due time.”
 
   “But, Your Majesty, they—”  The sentry fell sprawling to the floor as a massive white tiger barreled through the open doorway like he wasn’t even there.
 
   “Kayliss!” Steve declared in surprise.
 
   The King jumped in front of his daughter with his sword drawn, and then watched as the Third Power dropped to his knees and met the tiger in a hug.
 
   “Kayliss, you big beast!  I’m so glad to see you!”  To the king he said, “It’s okay, he’s with me.”  The monstrous cat touched his coarse tongue to Steve’s cheek affectionately.
 
   “By the Third!” King Gorium declared.  “You know this beast?”
 
   “Know him?” Steve laughed.  “I—”  His eyes grew wide as the significance of the tiger’s appearance hit him.  Without a word, he dashed out of the room with Kayliss bounding at his heels.
 
   Princess Vessla rushed past her father.  “Steve, wait!”
 
   With his cape flailing behind him, Steve backtracked down the passageways and past servants who hurriedly made way for him or dived into adjoining rooms when they spied the great tiger at his back.  The two guards at the doors to the great hall snapped to attention, but Steve did not wait and rushed by them to throw open one of the doors.  Haldorum, Haze, Lurin, Scott, and Sonya all stood at the edge of the polished marble floor, talking amongst themselves and waiting for King Gorium’s arrival.
 
   Steve jogged up to them all with a smile saying, “Haldorum, I never thought I’d ever be as glad to see you as I am now.”
 
   “Ah, Steven,” Haldorum greeted him.  “I had a feeling you would be turning up shortly after the way Kayliss sprinted away.”
 
   He clasped the old wizard’s hand.  “How did you know where to find us?”
 
   “Surely you didn’t think I would create a rift between worlds without knowing where it leads?” Haldorum chuckled.  “I may be an old goat, but hardly a doddery one.  If you would have only had a little patience I would have shown up in due time.”
 
   “I was waiting in the van,” Scott said, “but after you and Sonya disappeared Azinon gave him a little trouble.”
 
   Haldorum touched his shoulder gingerly and with a wan smile said, “Indeed.  But aside from that, have you seen His Majesty around?  That overbearing bird always has been a bit of a sly old rogue, and I would imagine he has been filling your head with all kinds of ideas while I’ve been away, am I right?”
 
   “Well… sort of, I guess,” Steve managed.  “I know about the prophecy, and the plague, and getting married—”
 
   “Married!?” Sonya exclaimed in surprise.  “To the princess?”
 
   Steve nodded.  “Yeah, the prophecy says – wait a minute.”  He realized Sonya just spoke in Mithalian and she had not touched him to do so.  “How did you…”
 
   “I think I can explain,” Haldorum cut in.  “I noticed her lack of the native tongue so I placed a spell of knowledge over her.  It is the same spell that allows Scott to speak Mithalian as well, and ourselves to speak English.  Quite simple, really.  Now, you were about to tell us where the king has gotten to.”
 
   “Forget the king,” Sonya said.  “What’s this about getting married?”
 
   King Gorium and Princess Vessla strode into the great Hall, the king bellowing, “What is the meaning of this?”
 
   Haldorum turned.  “Ah, King Gorium, how nice of you to take the time for us.  It seems we have stumbled upon quite the celebration—an engagement I’m told.  I’ll say one thing for you, you crafty vulture, you certainly do not waste time.”
 
   “The First Power of Mithal knows the prophecy as well as any of us,” Gorium returned heatedly.  “And the Third has accepted his destiny with honor.”
 
   Princess Vessla moved to Steve’s side and took his arm, eyeing each of the newcomers with distrust in her eyes.
 
   “Steve,” Scott asked, “are you planning to marry this girl?”
 
   He shrugged helplessly, knowing how difficult it must be for his friend to understand without all the information Steve had only recently come into himself.  “It’s a long story—about a thousand years, really—but the prophecy is actually starting to make sense.”
 
   “Prophecy?”
 
   “Hold on,” Sonya was saying, “you’re going to marry someone you only met a few hours ago?”
 
   “Yes,” King Gorium answered for him.  “The Third Power is destined to marry into a royal house of Mithal, and my daughter represents that royal house.”
 
   “How convenient for you,” Sonya retorted.
 
   A flurry of questions and remarks burst into the air and whenever Steve tried to answer he was either cut off by another, or became confused as to who was speaking to him when.  He turned to Kayliss amid all the clamor and sent him a single thought.  The tiger obliged with a monstrous roar that silenced not only their small party, but everyone in the great hall.  
 
   “Thank you,” Steve said nodding to the great cat.  To the others he then said, “When you all have had a chance to sort this out amongst yourselves please be sure and give me a call.”  Without another word, he separated himself from Vessla and left the great hall with Kayliss at his side.  All were quiet for some time, as though the Third had somehow taken their voices with him in his departure.
 
   King Gorium finally broke the silence and said, “Although I’m not sure what, I am left feeling we have all done something wrong.”
 
   Lurin nodded, looking at the faces of those gathered.  “I have to agree.”
 
   Haze, whom had been silent the entire time, placed a comforting hand on the shoulders of both Haldorum and the woodsman.  “The lad has had a rough time of it this day.”  He addressed his next comment to them all.  “I think perhaps it would be best if you all leave him be for a while.  Let him think things through.”
 
   The old wizard chuckled.  Almost to himself he said, “Imagine, a man my age behaving so thoughtlessly.”  He then looked up and addressed the small crowd.  “It seems we all have much to discuss.  So instead of breaking up such a fine banquet, why don’t we all adjoin to the kings table to talk?”
 
   “You do know,” King Gorium said, “that I have assumed nothing.  You believe in the prophecy as much as I do.”
 
   Haldorum nodded with a sigh.  “Yes.  I do.”
 
   Steve closed the door to his chambers, half frustrated, half disgusted with the whole of his situation.  His head hurt a little with wine, and the events of the day had wearied him beyond even wanting to think, but there just seemed so much to be resolved.
 
   He flopped down upon the enormous bed and stared thoughtlessly toward the ceiling.  He slipped into a kind of semi-trance as he had often done as a little boy whenever he had felt exhausted beyond sleep.  Not hypnotic, but more of a state of mind that left him feeling at perfect ease in just remaining motionless.  He rolled suddenly toward the center of the bed as Kayliss’s immense form created a deep depression in its soft depths.  He came to a stop with his face buried in the animal’s thick fur.  Instead of changing positions, however, he draped one arm over the tiger’s back and lay there beside him.  The great cat craned his neck around and nudged him, but Steve only pushed his muzzle away with his free hand.
 
   “I’m fine,” Steve thought to him.  “I’m just tired, confused, lost, and engaged to be married.  That’s all.”  The sarcasm, it seemed, was not lost on Kayliss, who chuffed once in amusement Steve could feel as if it were his own.
 
   A short while later, Steve left the bed and then opened the double doors leading to the veranda.  The mountain air that filled the room was chill, but not unbearably so.  Steve walked to the four foot tall stone enclosure that circled the balcony and peered down on the valley below.  Not much could be seen in the dark; just shadows and vague suggestions of what lay out there, but he continued to look nevertheless, finding the emptiness of comfort.  He turned his head at the sound of a knocking on his door, and with a slightly upraised voice he said, “It’s open.”
 
   The latch clicked and Eegrin stepped into the room.  He walked past the bed where Kayliss lounged to join Steve out on the balcony.  He was quiet a moment as he stared out into the darkness alongside his friend, and Steve couldn’t help but wonder what the Jisetrian contemplated as he gazed into the dark. 
 
   Finally, Eegrin said, “I saw what happened in the great hall.”
 
   “Yeah,” Steve sighed resignedly.  “Me, too.”
 
   Eegrin smiled and exhaled shortly once through his nose, then leaned over with his forearms resting on the stone bannister.  “You know,” he said, “they are all in there now, talking about all that has happened.  Those two from your world seem the most disturbed by the prophecy—Sonya especially so.”
 
   “Why does everything have to happen right now?” Steve blurted suddenly.  “I mean, ever since I got here it’s been rush, rush, rush from one crazy, mixed up situation right into another.  If it isn’t Azinon, it’s his friends, and if it isn’t his friends, it’s my friends.”  Eegrin peered at him intently and after the silence began to reach awkward Steve said, “What?”
 
   “I am just trying to understand,” Eegrin replied.
 
   “Understand what?”
 
   “Whatever it is that weighs so heavily upon you.  I think perhaps there is more troubling you than these trivial matters you keep mentioning.”
 
   Steve cast his eyes down on the valley with an ill-amused smile on his face.  “Why do you think that?”
 
   “Because,” Eegrin shrugged.  “Something in your manner suggests you are not so intimidated by all of this as you pretend.”
 
   “So now I’m pretending?” Steve said with an arched brow.
 
   Eegrin straightened.  “Yes.  When we were still chained in that cell you refused to leave until you found that pretty lady friend of yours.  And then you fought to save us both, and again to save that farmer—a man you scarcely knew.  In the short time I have known you I have seen you act with great courage several times.  When confronted with a difficult situation you act—not with concern for yourself, but for all those around you.  It is not something you think about, just who you are.  No, I think you do know your place here.  And your destiny bothers you little, if at all.”
 
   Steve’s sardonic smile had faded from his face and he now kept his eyes averted.  “So what is it you’re asking?”
 
   “I’m not asking anything; just curious.  Curious as to what it could be that makes things so difficult for you here.”
 
   Steve was silent for several moments, and those moments seemed to trudge by like hours in the still darkness of evening.  The two of them remained motionless on the balcony, each pondering his own separate thoughts about themselves and those roles an ancient prophecy had cast upon them.
 
   “A girl,” Steve said at last.  He almost had to force the words from his lips.
 
   “Someone you loved?” Eegrin asked.
 
   “No—at least I don’t think so.  I did care for her, though.”  He stared into the darkness remembering dead, but not forgotten, feelings.
 
   “She betrayed you?”
 
   Somehow that seemed like such an understatement.  
 
   “In the worst way,” Steve said with a fragile smile.  “I kind of lost control of myself for a while.  All that hurt and anger, it changed me; made me something dangerous.  But it was Haldorum that brought me back.  When he sent me here, with all of my negative emotions heightened, something about the magic of this world restored me.  It was kind of like being dropped into the middle of an ocean and it made me remember who I am.”
 
   “But all those things are behind you now,” Eegrin said.
 
   “I know,” Steve agreed morosely.  “But it still hurts.”  He lifted his eyes to the twinkling lights of the stars above, but whatever secret guidance he sought from them remained a mystery.  He gave a short humorless laugh.  “I gotta’ say, though, I’m really worried something like that could happen again.”
 
   “You see it as a weakness,” Eegrin said more than asked.
 
   “Yes.  One that could get someone killed.”
 
   “Then work on your weakness.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Every man sees a fault in himself, but it is never something that cannot be bettered in time.”  Eegrin placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “Your weakness lies in your heart.  So long as you remain vigilant, and heed your instincts, you can prevent whatever happened in the past from happening again.”
 
   “How does someone guard their feelings?” Steve asked.  “What’s done is done, but I cared about someone and it turned me into something dark.  How can I keep myself from caring about someone else?”
 
   Eegrin’s look was puzzled.  “You ask this because of feelings you have for the princess?  Or some other?”
 
   Steve cleared his throat uneasily.  “Never mind.”  Deliberately changing subject he said, “You know, something hasn’t been made all that clear to me.  If Azinon is such a threat to everyone then why don’t the different races just team up against him?  Band together and fight side-by-side?”
 
   “Impossible,” Eegrin snorted.  “Werewolves, dwarves, elves, humans; no one race trusts the other.  And the truly ironic thing is each of our kingdoms will be systematically destroyed because of our overweening pride and distrust.”
 
   “That doesn’t make much sense,” Steve commented.
 
   “When have political matters ever made sense?” Eegrin returned.  “Every other race believes it can hold its own should the Dark One rise against them—and he will, make no mistake of that.  It is only a matter of time.”
 
   “But you yourself don’t believe that way?”
 
   Eegrin pulled his gaze from the dark valley a moment and smiled briefly.  “I am more of a realist than most of my Jisetrian brethren.”  He looked again to the valley and added, “But there is naught a lone soldier can do to change their minds—or that of my king.”
 
   Steve nodded slowly.  “I know how you feel.  Things on my world aren’t much different in that respect.”
 
   Eegrin turned his head with a quizzical knit to his brow and asked, “Exactly what is your world like?  I have tried to envision it from the bits and pieces I catch in conversation, but I have never known much beyond these mountains.”
 
   Steve turned around and leaned against the stone bannister with his hands on the rail.  “In some ways it’s very different.  There are only humans there and we all use science as our means to get things done and advance our knowledge.  We travel across the land in carriages that do not need horses, and fly through the air in machines that can move us to the other side of the world in half a day.”
 
   Eegrin looked amazed.  “How wondrous it must be!”
 
   “I call it home,” Steve smiled, but it faded into a sad grin and he said, “But some things about our two worlds are very much the same.  The different nations on Earth distrust each other as much, and sometimes more I think, than the various kingdoms do here.”
 
   Steve turned around again and the two fell silent once more.  Neither knew how long they stood there, watching from the balcony the stillness about them, when Kayliss appeared at Steve’s side.  The young wizard followed the tiger’s gaze back into the room, to the old bearded man in blue robes behind them.
 
   Eegrin saw him too and took that as his cue to leave.  “It is growing late, my friend.  See you in the morning?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   The winged young man quit the chambers, leaving Haldorum and Steve alone.
 
   “I apologize for the chaos earlier,” Haldorum said.  “Sometimes in my eagerness I tend to forget all of this is rather alien to you.”
 
   Steve stepped back into the room from the veranda, Kayliss with him, and closed the wood and glass doors behind him.  “It’s no big deal.  Really.  I shouldn’t have stormed out on you guys; it’s just that it has been a very long day.  The funny thing, though, is I think I’m starting to get used to it.  Care for a seat?”
 
   Haldorum pulled out a chair from against the wall and Steve seated himself at the end of the bed.  “So what’s the game plan?” he asked.
 
   “That depends,” the old wizard replied.  “I would never force you to—”
 
   “Save it,” Steve said raising his hand.  “I know.  You would never force me to remain here against my will.  Just tell me what it is we have to do next.”  The old wizard smiled which, surprisingly, made Steve feel a little better about his decision.  “I’ve learned a lot—seen a lot—since you’ve been gone.  If I really am the key to all of this badness coming to an end then I cannot just up and leave.”
 
   “Spoken like a truly honorable man,” Haldorum praised.
 
   “There is one thing, though,” Steve said.  “What about Sonya?”
 
   “I am afraid her fate is tied to your own.  She will have to remain.”
 
   Steve had already known the answer before asking the question, but to hear it affirmed disheartened him all the same; because of him Sonya was now irreversibly entwined.  Scott, he was sure, would have elected to stay either way, but she should have never become involved.
 
   “It is only for her own safety,” Haldorum continued.  “Azinon believes you harbor hatred for Amy—he is even convinced you want her dead.  Sonya, however; she is your friend.  He would undoubtedly seek to use her against you.”
 
   Now I know why Spiderman wears a mask, Steve thought sullenly.  He shrugged those thoughts into the back of his mind and straightened.  “I suppose it won’t do any of us any good to worry about it now.  So what we do from here?”
 
   “In the morning we’ll set out to meet up with The Resistance.”
 
   “You were able to get King Gorium to buy off on that?”
 
   “Oh, he was not too happy, rest assured, but we managed to come to a mutually agreeable compromise.”
 
   Steve was impressed.  “You convinced him to let me go without first marrying his daughter?  You’ve got a silver tongue, wizard.  What did you say to him?”
 
   “I told him the princess may accompany us.”
 
   Steve shook his head and laughed.  “Of course.  I figured neither of them would let me get far from their sight.”  He shrugged and added, “Oh well, since I’m supposed to marry her anyway this ought to be a good way to get to know each other.”
 
   “I imagine you will only have a couple of days for that—three at most.  Tomorrow I’ll open a door to the forest of the Granar, where the forces of the Resistance reside.  It won’t take them long to find us.”
 
   “Why not save a lot of time and just open a door to the camp?”
 
   “Given the level of activity where we are going, let us just say that would be unwise,” Haldorum replied.  “Besides, it will give us a chance to scout the area along the way and be certain no redcrests are about.”
 
   “Redcrests?” Steve asked.
 
   Haldorum nodded.  “Azinon’s soldiers.  All those who serve him bear his crest, a blood red moon, above their hearts.”
 
   Steve remembered the fear his own shirt instilled on sight with the villagers.  “Borathis wore that symbol,” he said.
 
   “Undoubtedly so.”
 
   Kayliss laid down at Steve’s feet, ivory white fangs showing like daggers as the great tiger yawned immensely.
 
   Haldorum chuckled, rising to his feet.  “Yes, Kayliss, it is indeed late.  Steven, I’ll see you in the morning.  King Gorium has seen to our arrangements for the night.  Tomorrow morning we’ll leave for the Granar.”
 
   “Good night,” Steve said, and the old wizard departed smiling.  He left the bed and moved to the glowing orb hanging in the wall bracket across the way.  He looked above, below, and all around, but could not find the means to snuff it out.  Finally, he simply reached out and touched the smooth surface and the light died without a sound.
 
   
  
 

Chapter X
 
   Steve laid awake thinking about the convoluted mess that defined his life.  Not so long ago his biggest worry was how to squeeze in the time to study for his next math test.  Now, in the span of just two weeks, he had a world to save, a princess to marry, and a sorcerer to dethrone.  Not exactly the career path he envisioned after high school.
 
   Kayliss also did not sleep, and Steve could sense it.  It was such a strange and different kind of bond they shared, and Steve himself was not certain yet what purpose the great animal served.  So far, magic seemed to work according to a strange logic beyond his understanding, but he was glad for the company of the familiar nevertheless.  Whatever ultimate purpose the Memsherar saw for him, Kayliss had already proven a valuable asset, friend and ally.
 
   Steve reached over the edge of the bed and stroked the thick fur of the tiger’s head.  “Maybe that’s the whole point,” he said finishing his thought aloud.  Kayliss, being a tiger, could not purr, but growled contentedly.  The tiger rose from the floor and then rested his head on the mattress, quietly meeting the human’s gaze.
 
   Reading his thoughts, Steve nodded.  “Yeah, I can’t sleep either.”  He sat up, propped a pillow up against the ornately carved headboard and then put his back against it with a sigh.  Moonlight shined into the room in slivers, broken up by the imperfections in the glass of the veranda doors.  Outside a breeze whispered through the creep vines, but all else lie silent and still.  The moonlight and the quiet reminded him of Bareg’s farm—not to mention the barn he all but destroyed in his attempt to control the magic endowed him.  Of everything, this he understood the least.  Nearly every time he had employed magic, accidentally or not, he overreached.  He needed to learn control so as not to release the dam every time he called upon his power.
 
   Steve glanced around the dimly lighted room and spied the jar of rose leaves sitting on the vanity.  The crystal flickered against his bare chest as he focused his will and imagined the jar lifting into the air.  He concentrated, easing into it, cautiously approaching the task across several minutes without even a vibration of movement—but the magic was there, the feel of it unmistakable.  Steve increased his concentration and inwardly demanded the jar rise into the air, but still nothing.  With an explosive sigh of exasperation, he threw his hands up in surrender and the jar shot upward to shatter against the ceiling.  Kayliss’s head reared slightly and he gave a disappointed groan.
 
   Steve settled back under the covers and closed his eyes frustrated, not caring whether sleep would come or not.
 
   The next morning, after eating of a hearty breakfast as a guest of His Majesty, everyone gathered in one of the courtyard gardens of King Gorium’s wing on the east side of the fortress.  Haldorum, Haze, Lurin, Sonya, and Scott were already together when Eegrin, Kayliss, and Steve appeared.  Steve was dressed in a dull red long sleeved shirt under his khaki vest and trousers.  His boots ended just above his calves, and anointed with enchanted oil that molded the leather to the wearer’s foot.  He noted with approval earlier that morning his clothing seemed as rugged as the outdoors itself while still maintaining comfort.
 
   “Well, now,” Haze said cheerily.  “If I didn’t know better I would swear you to be a woodsman.”
 
   “Indeed,” Lurin agreed.  “It seems the king has spared no expense to see you outfitted proper.”  He looked at the youth for a moment more and then quite deliberately said, “But, you know, there is still something missing.”
 
   Steve looked himself over and then at the others, though his gaze lingered on Sonya.  Her long autumn hair fell loosely about her shoulders, over an emerald green tunic belted at the waist and ending several inches above her knees.  The only thing incongruous against her striking beauty was the sheathed long-knife tucked beneath her belt.  Seeing this, he caught the woodsman’s meaning; he had no weapon.
 
   “I think you will need this where we are going,” Haldorum said.  “There is more than just the Resistance hiding in the Granar.”  The old wizard held an unmistakable weapon out to him horizontally in both hands..
 
   Steve’s eyes went wide.  “How did you get this?”  He unsheathed Mr. Martin’s sword and the tempered blade gleamed silver-gray in the sunlight.
 
   Scott, sporting a similar blade belted on his hip, said, “I suppose you could say it’s one of the reasons we took a little longer getting here.”  He shrugged.  “Haldorum insisted.”
 
   “But this is a family heirloom,” Steve stammered, still amazed the blade was again in his hands.
 
   “Steve.”  Scott opened his mouth but paused, appearing uncertain as to his next words.  “Mr. Martin knows…about everything.  Haldorum explained the whole story.  When he finished he asked if he could take the sword to you.”
 
   “And he believed you?  I lived it and I can barely believe it.”
 
   “Well, not exactly,” Scott replied.  “Haldorum did more than just narrate the story.”
 
   Still holding the sword, Steve lowered his arms.  “Meaning?”
 
   “It was nothing,” Haldorum assured him.  “An illusion projected into his mind.  I need only touch someone for such a feat.”
 
   Steve sheathed the sword and fastened the crude leather scabbard to his belt.  Though he did not like the idea of yet another person on Earth knowing about Mithal, he could hardly be angry at the wizard for what he had done either.  With Mr. Martin’s sword—the very blade that saved him against the Shangee—and Kayliss at his side, he couldn’t help but feel more prepared for the way ahead.
 
   “And don’t worry about your mom,” Scott added.  “We called her before leaving Mr. Martin’s house.”
 
   “Damn!”  Steve slapped himself in the forehead with an open palm.  “Worry about her?  I had totally forgotten she was even looking for me!”
 
   “Well, everything is fine now,” Haldorum said patting him on the shoulder.  “She knows of your decision to stay.  And although she worries she also believes in you.”
 
   “As do I, Steven.”
 
   Princess Vessla approached arm-in-arm with her father, attired in a short linen dress of the Jisetrian colors blue and white, and a gold circlet about her head.  Steve exhaled slowly as he admired the view.  He hadn’t been wrong; her legs were every bit as attractive as he had imagined.
 
   “I see only two things wrong with this picture,” Haldorum said casually.  “First, princess, you will need to be rid of that.  Although it is unlikely we shall run into them, the redcrests need not know we have royalty among us.”
 
   Princess Vessla rolled her eyes and sighed, but reached up and removed the mentioned circlet of gold from around her head, and then handed it to the page standing to her right.  The old wizard then approached her and with an idle gesture the air around Vessla shimmered briefly like a heat mirage, and the princess’s brightly colored dress changed to earthy tones of green and brown.
 
   “There,” he said sounding satisfied.  “Much better colors for a trek through the forest.  Would not want you too easily seen from a distance, you know.”
 
   Princess Vessla sighed once more, and her father mumbled protest but spoke no further on it.
 
   “Princess,” Haldorum continued, “I do hope you realize what you are putting yourself in for.  The next two or three days will be quite different than the palace life you are used to.  And you, King Gorium, you know of the dangers of the Granar as well as the next man.”
 
   “That is a fact,” King Gorium agreed.  “And it is why Eegrin shall accompany you.  He is a fine and brave soldier; and will protect his princess with his very life, if need be.”  Though it sounded almost like an aside, he added, “Besides, it was the Third Power’s request he be the man tasked with the job.”
 
   Steve clapped his winged friend on the shoulder with a confident smile.
 
   “Just so long as we are clear,” Haldorum nodded.  Turning to the others he said, “All right, then; if everyone is ready?”
 
   Haze and Lurin each slung a pack over one shoulder and moved behind the wizard.  Haldorum then extended his arms straight ahead and touched his forefingers and thumbs together.  As they separated, the veil between the two points parted, forming a shimmering doorway.
 
    
 
   They emerged in a small, grassy meadow surrounded on all sides by tall stands of old growth pine.  A pond with pussy willows growing in the shallows added a humid, muddy scent.  The surrounding forest filled the air with the sounds of life, very unlike the Memsherar Steve thought, and an occasional shrike swooped down from the cover of the treetops to snatch a minnow that strayed too close to the water’s surface.
 
   “What a lovely little place,” Princess Vessla commented.
 
   “And,” Haldorum said, “it serves as an excellent reference point within the Granar.”
 
   “Can you go anywhere with such magic?” she asked.
 
   “Only to those places I have already been.  It would be too dangerous otherwise.  You might emerge into a tree, or a rock, or some other such object.  Some people might not mind living out the rest of their lives like that, provided you lived at all, but I find such prospects to be just a little discouraging.”
 
   “You mean you might actually live through something like that?” Scott asked incredulous.
 
   “Certainly,” Haldorum replied.  “Magically speaking, of course.  It is possible your energy would merge with whatever you appeared in.  In fact, though only a theory of mine, if you were to walk into a tree your consciousness would survive for as long as the tree did.”
 
   “Exactly how did this conversation get started?” Steve asked.
 
   Lurin and Haze dropped their packs and headed into the forest, and Steve surmised it was likely to scout the way ahead.  “Watch yourself,” the woodsman warned him before he left.  They both glanced at Vessla and the younger man nodded, catching his meaning.
 
   Haldorum laid out a blanket of sky blue, embroidered around every edge in an ancient script, and then seated himself cross-legged in the center with his eyes closed.  And there he remained for the next hour.  
 
   Steve, Scott, and Eegrin passed the time in idle conversation while Princess Vessla simply sat on the grass and flirted coquettishly with her young fiancé.  Steve, for his part, could swear Sonya’s dislike for the princess was only growing.  He glanced occasionally to his friend and noted how Sonya watched Vessla’s flirtations—usually with a frown on her face.
 
   Finally, Sonya stood and walked to where the winged royal sat on the grass.  “Mind if I sit down?”
 
   The princess lifted her gaze from the young men across the way and smiled.  “Not at all.”
 
   Sonya smiled back and sat down.  “So what’s it like being a princess?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t look,” Scott said to Steve in a low tone, “but Sonya and Vessla are actually talking to each other.”
 
   “They are?” Steve asked surprised, one hand stroking Kayliss’s fur.  Never in his life did he want to turn his head more than at that moment.
 
   “Well, don’t worry,” Scott said with a grin.  “If Sonya goes for her knife, I’m sure it’ll be over quick.”
 
   Steve raised his eyebrows and replied dryly, “Oh, you’re a funny guy.”
 
   “But he does want to marry me,” Princess Vessla said.  “He and I are destined to be together.  And after he has met with the leaders of the human Resistance he shall return with me to the palace, and we shall be wed.”  She looked back to Steve and her countenance became thoughtful.  “There is something very different about him, though.”
 
   Sonya ignored this last.  “Why would you want to marry someone whom you don’t even know?”
 
   “But I do know him—at least, as much as I need to choose him,” Princess Vessla replied.  “Besides, I will know all there is to know very soon.  It is my talent.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.  What I’m trying to say is that you don’t even know him.”
 
   “Things appear to be getting heated,” Eegrin said with a glance in the direction of the young women.
 
   “Yep,” Scott agreed.  “I’d give it maybe five more seconds.”
 
   Steve looked puzzled.  “Five more until what?”
 
   “One,” Scott said, “two, three…”
 
   Sonya then stood, shaking her head in visible frustration, and returned to sit in her original place with a drop to the grass.
 
   “Hmm, I must be getting rusty,” Scott mused.  “I missed it by two seconds entirely.”
 
   Haldorum finally opened his eyes just as Haze and Lurin reappeared.  The woodsman gave a nod, and the old wizard called for the others to make ready.  
 
   A third of an hour into their trek Eegrin asked, “How long before we arrive?”
 
   “Not long,” Lurin answered.  “The Granar is very large place—hence the reason we hide within it—but Haldorum brought us most of the way.”
 
   “To be honest,” Eegrin admitted, “it isn’t really so much the time getting there as the total time we will spend there that concerns me.”
 
   Lurin nodded from the front of their small party without turning.  “You worry about the animosity between our respective races.”  
 
   “The bias that exists between all the races is no subtle thing, and history has proven time and again the slightest provocation is excuse enough for violence.”
 
   “Your concern is noted,” Haze said, “but these men are mostly a disciplined lot.  Even so, any who give you trouble, or choose to disparage your race, will answer directly to me.  Whatever is left of them after that will report to General Corbett.”
 
   Listening in, Steve had the distinct feeling the confrontation with Haze would prove considerably more punishing than with the general.  “I don’t think you have much to worry about,” he whispered to his winged friend.  Eegrin smiled his thanks, but did not appear entirely convinced.
 
   The party walked in pairs with Lurin and Haldorum in the lead, followed by Princess Vessla and Eegrin, Steve and Kayliss, Scott and Sonya, and Haze guarding the rear, taking breaks every hour to accommodate their regal guest who was unused to such hardship.  As they walked, Steve noted the trees of this forest were not as immensely huge as those of the Memsherar, and lacked the magic sense of it therein, but this area they moved deeper into conveyed a certain feeling of foreboding all the same.  Moss-covered vines hung from the branches and thorny ivy wound around the trunks and along the forest floor amid the smell of rotting vegetation.  Several times the young wizard caught a fleeting glimpse of movement from the corner of his eye but when he turned his head the forest remained still.  
 
   Don’t be paranoid, he thought to himself.  Still, the feeling of being watched refused to abate.
 
   They stopped in late afternoon to eat of the provisions provided by His Majesty, and Steve welcomed this as a chance to turn his mind to something—anything—else, if only for a short while.  Conversation, however, remained sparse, as everyone now had that same anxious feeling of being watched.  Haze and Lurin exchanged glances as the others ate quietly, and their eyes never stopped scanning the surrounding forest.  Haldorum seemed the most relaxed of them all, but he, too, was less than his usual conversational self.
 
   They marched on and as the sun dropped lower toward the horizon Eegrin moved closer to his princess, his hand ever near the hilt of his sword.  Steve scanned his surroundings in earnest now, the feeling in his gut assuring him this was not paranoia.  Something was following them – but, thus far, at a measured distance from their party.  A slight breeze carried a strange and pungent scent that Steve inhaled reflexively, even though it was through Kayliss he became aware.
 
   “They will wait until dark,” Haze said suddenly from behind, his voice moderate and level.
 
   Haldorum did not turn and said, “I had hoped to reach the camp first but we will need more than the two hours of daylight we have remaining.  We need a defensible location—and soon.”
 
   “If it wouldn’t trouble you all too much,” Steve said slightly annoyed, “perhaps you could enlighten the group about who is stalking us?”
 
   “Not who,” Lurin corrected.  “What.  It seems we have stumbled upon a band of grileden.”
 
   “Dangerous?” Scott asked.
 
   “Very.  Short creatures, but fierce fighters – and quick.  Their talons are deadly poisonous.”
 
   Eegrin turned and grabbed his princess by the shoulders to face him with uncharacteristic gruffness.  “Leave here.  Now.  Take to the sky above the canopy and do not return until I come for you.”
 
   Haze moved quickly behind the two and started them walking again.  “Forget it, lad.  It is too late for that.  Grileden move through the treetops as easily as you and I would walk through a hallway.  For now it is best to keep her here with us and not let on we are aware of them.”
 
   “Numbers?” Eegrin asked as he walked.
 
   “They seldom attack without numerical advantage.  We can count on three to one at least.”
 
   “But there are nine of us,” Scott hissed through his teeth, and Haze nodded.  “So you’re telling me there are at least twenty-seven of those things out there?”
 
   “Give or take,” the warrior replied.
 
   The group continued at a hurried pace and within the hour they chanced upon a jutting outcrop of rock forming a semi-cave out of the ground.  A barren shelter at best, but something solid nonetheless to protect their backs.  Haze and Lurin quickly threw down their packs and ushered both the Princess and Sonya into the lee of the stone shelter.  The woodsman deftly strung his bow before taking a place beside Haldorum, behind the newly formed wall of drawn steel blades.
 
   They waited in silence as the sun slowly dipped beneath the horizon, changing the twilight to orange-red and casting long, eerie shadows amid the forest growth.  All about them the Granar was silent; motionless save for the stir of insects, and the sluggish, steady dissipation of the sun’s reassuring light.
 
   The wicked hissing of Lurin’s arrow was Steve’s first warning of attack.  The shaft sped through the waning twilight and struck home, dropping its target from the treetops above.  The ape-like creature hit the earth with a dreadful thud and a fitful squeal of agony, its protruding brow, snapping jaws and coarse brown hair lending it a grotesque appearance.  The talons at the end of its three-fingered hands clawed at the shaft protruding from its ribcage and its breath hissed past teeth black as ebony.
 
   A second grileden leaped from the shadows and Steve lashed out more in surprise than intention.  The blade found flesh and rent the creature a mortal wound beneath the arm.
 
   More of the deadly creatures charged forth from the shadows in surprising numbers, and soon all of the men were engaged in the fray.  Scott ducked when he heard the hissing of arrows above his head as he fended off two grileden, one of which disappeared suddenly beneath the mass of another creature that dropped unexpectedly from above with an arrow protruding from its throat.
 
   Haze’s broad blade severed the head from one and disemboweled another in the same powerful stroke.  One dexterous animal ducked the broad blade on the backswing before launching to the attack, but his teeth found only the steel plate of the warrior’s forearm.  His left arm immobilized, the warrior raised his sword hand then brought the pommel of the weapon down in a skull-crushing hammer strike.
 
   More grileden dropped from the trees or used their claws in a controlled slide down the tree trunks, raking furrows in the wood as they went.  Lurin’s arrows flew from his bow with lethal accuracy, his attacks timed to distract or hinder still others.  Their hairy brethren rushed to assault from the shadows and soon Scott, separated from the offensive wall formed by human and Jisetra alike, was fighting one alone and still charged by three more.  He kicked out wildly, catching one under the jaw and severing the slavering tongue caught between its teeth while the other two rushed past him without stopping.
 
   Sonya stepped in front of Princess Vessla with long-knife in hand as the two charging grileden came on howling for blood.  One died with an ear-splitting shriek as flames from Haldorum’s fingertips engulfed it with frightening speed.  Sonya lashed out at the second but the attack was slow and clumsy, and the beast seized her by first one, then the other of her wrists, then bore her to the ground.  She struggled mightily beneath the creature’s weight with her long-knife still in hand but it found no purchase in the hairy hide.  Haldorum spied the young woman’s desperate position but could do nothing to help as three more grileden broke through the line of defenders and charged.  A staff appeared in his hands with a flash of blue light and the old wizard moved in for the attack.
 
   Princess Vessla watched terror-stricken as Sonya and the creature struggled on the ground before her.  The grileden, though smaller, possessed greater strength and forced Sonya’s wrists closer to her throat, slowly bringing its own poisoned talons within reach.  The young woman attempted to roll but the weight of the creature was too much.  The grileden released her weaponless hand then slashed with its own, but its talons only raked three small lines across the side of her neck.  Sonya bit back a cry against the burning pain and seized her knife hand with her free hand.  With the combined strength of both arms, she plunged her long-knife down through the hollow of the creature’s collarbone.  The grileden rolled away shrieking hideously and clutching at the hilt-deep blade imbedded, while Sonya rolled to her feet just as four more broke through the line.
 
   Steve slew another of the hairy beings and chanced a quick look behind him.  There he saw Sonya and Vessla, both weaponless.
 
   Protect them! he thought desperately.
 
   The four grileden skidded to a halt with defiant shrieks as a great tiger appeared before them, snarling savagely and blocking them from their prey.
 
   Haldorum moved like a man half his age, striking one of the two creatures he faced with the magically charged metal of his staff.  Electrical shards of energy sizzled the air and the beast dropped in a charred, smoking heap.  The old wizard then extended his hand and the other vanished into a sudden portal that opened beneath it.  Far away, the savage creature exited onto a rocky outcropping in the Valley of the Harpies.  Haldorum smiled, his eyes reflecting grim satisfaction.
 
   The numbers of grileden lessened visibly as the tide of battle finally turned.  Exhausted of arrows, Lurin had dropped his bow and now fought with sword in hand with two of the creatures already dead at his feet.
 
   Kayliss appeared at the forefront of the diminishing battle with bloody claws and four dead grileden in his wake.  He stalked around to the rear of the remaining combatants, making no apparent effort to disguise his movements.  Their numbers now less than fifteen, with enemies in front and behind, the last of the grileden scattered like fireflies with howls of anger echoing in the night.
 
   Scott, winded and sweating and full of adrenaline, pumped his fist into the air with a triumphant, “Yes!”
 
   Kayliss bounded after them and Steve knew it was to harry the creatures and make sure they harbored no thoughts of return.
 
   “Somebody help us!” Vessla cried.
 
   Everyone turned and saw the princess with a bloody arrow she pulled from a dead grileden held in her hand like a dagger and standing protectively over the still form of Sonya.  Sonya’s eyes were closed and three thin lines of blood welled from the scratches on her neck.
 
   In moments Steve was there, cradling her head in his hands.  “Come on, Sonya, open your eyes,” he said desperately.  “Open your eyes for me.”  He shook her once, and then again, but still she did not move.  His heart sank even as he took her in his arms and buried his face in her hair.  “Oh, God, please don’t let her die,” he prayed.  “She’s not even supposed to be here.”  He hugged her tightly as though the warmth of his own body could hold the life inside of her.
 
   “She moved me out of the way,” Vessla said, tears streaming down her face.  “She fought to save me.”
 
    “She still has a few hours,” Haldorum said quickly.  “But we must get her to the Resistance before it is too late.”  He paced out of the lee of the stone outcrop and into the open, and then touched his index fingers and thumbs together.  To the others he said, “Haze, Scott, grab the packs.  Lurin, we need a stretcher.”
 
   Steve could not hear the voices around him.  His thoughts centered on the one person he held in his arms, his concentration on the life fading before his eyes.  He knew this was it.  This was his test; and he must not fail.
 
   A strange, eerie sound filled the air and drew Haldorum’s attention from the gate he was but moments from conjuring.  A sound like a wind chime made from a thousand shards of glass, a whisper of volume growing louder until it filled the night along with a light that shined against Steve’s chest like a keyhole to the sun.
 
    “What is he doing?” Scott whispered.
 
   Haldorum turned from his task, eyes wide.  “Learning,” he breathed.  “Fulfilling his destiny.”
 
   Steve exhaled slowly as he released himself into Sonya’s being. He needed to do more than just take control, he had to be subsumed by her.  Only then could he counter the harm wrought by the poison in her veins.  He moved slowly, cautiously inward.  This new ground he tread filled him with trepidation, for he knew any rushed action might well hurt her as much as heal.
 
   He closed his eyes then and felt himself drifting in an endless void.  He floated forward by the power of his own will, reaching deeper into the dark, following an invisible path revealed by his second sight—a gift he had never before been aware of.
 
   But there was something more; something strange taking effect.
 
   Steve could feel a growing potential of swirling magical energy, a force pressing in from all around and growing in intensity.  Steve projected his will toward the vortex in an effort to quell the power threatening to spill over into his efforts to save his friend’s life.  He could ill afford the distraction but at the rate this power was intensifying it could very well overwhelm him.
 
   Leave here.
 
   Steve hesitated, recognizing the voice as the same consciousness that helped him cast the spell of animation.  This other entity had helped him then, even saved his life against the Shangee, but could he take the chance it meant to save Sonya as well?
 
   All will be well.
 
   He did not know how but the very words of this being conveyed a certainty of truth.
 
   It took only an instant to withdraw from Sonya’s still form, but the light of the crystal continued to pulse against his chest.  He could feel the steady rhythm of magic thrumming through Sonya’s unmoving body, pulsing like a heartbeat and shifting within as though alive.  Sonya’s brow furrowed slightly then and a soft whimper escaped her lips as her breathing quickened.  Still holding her, Steve took up her hand and she clamped down unexpectedly.  Every person stood transfixed, every second ticking by in slow motion as they watched the soundless battle take place within the young woman.  Steve held her—it was all he could do—and he swore if she did not revive he would never forgive himself.  Not ever.
 
   The muscles in Sonya’s face relaxed and her breathing slowed to a calm and even rhythm.  Her eyes flickered open then and took a moment to focus on the relieved, smiling face looking down upon her.  “Is everyone okay?” she asked wearily.
 
   “Us?” Steve laughed in relief.  “What about you?  How do you feel?”
 
   Sonya reached up to touch her neck but Steve stopped her.  “I don’t think you want to be doing that,” he advised.
 
   She smiled and instead placed her hand on his shoulder.  “Help me up.”  She rose to her feet a unsteadily before glancing about in the near darkness at the dead bodies of grileden lying all around.  “So we won?” She asked.
 
   “Only because you lived, my dear,” Haldorum replied.  “Had we lost you it would have been hollow, indeed.”  Smiling to Steve he said, “Congratulations, my boy.  You are progressing much faster than I could have dreamed.”
 
   “But I didn’t—”
 
   “Let’s have a look at your neck, Sonya,” Lurin interjected.  “Haldorum, can you afford me some light?”
 
   The old wizard tapped one end of his staff on the ground and the other end burst forth with phosphorescent light.  The woodsman moistened a cloth with one of the water skins and dabbed at the lines of blood on Sonya’s neck.  A start of surprise escaped his lips and he said, “Wizard, you must have a look at this!”
 
   Haldorum approached and then a slow smile spread across his face.  “I should have expected as much.”  Lurin wiped away the rest of the blood and exposed the young woman’s unmarred flesh beneath.
 
   Sonya reached up and touched her neck.  “I’m all right?”
 
   “Thanks to our young wizard,” Haldorum replied, clapping Steve on the back.  “It seems he learns more with every passing day.”
 
   Steve opened his mouth to speak but found himself without words.  He replayed everything in his mind, trying to make sense of the miracle that saved Sonya’s life.  The magic was not his own, of that he was sure.  Then what of the voice?  Who was it and where did it come from?
 
   Exactly who, or what, is the Third Power of Mithal?
 
   
  
 

Chapter XI
 
   The light from the fire played tricks with the shadows against the oppressing gloom.  They flickered in the dancing illumination like ethereal marionettes under a cloud-covered sky.  All about there was stillness in the forest, save for the occasional owl’s hoot or a rodent’s nocturnal scampering in the underbrush.  And most likely, Steve thought as he sat feeling alone in the silence, that was how it would stay.  Haldorum seemed quite sure of himself when he said nothing would come within his spell of protection, a spell the old wizard said he could not have used before since the grileden had already encroached within its radius.
 
   The party thought it best to make camp in the semi-shelter of the rock outcropping and—truth be told—not many were in any shape to continue the march in full daylight, let alone a trek in the darkness.  Perhaps Lurin or Haze, but the rest of them were just plain exhausted—Sonya especially so, as whatever strange magic had healed her seemed also to have taxed her strength as well.
 
   And just what had healed her?
 
   Steve ran the question repeatedly through his mind but came up snake eyes every time.  So many questions remained unanswered about this whole affair of magic—not to mention First, Second, and Third powers—that Steve could only ball his fist in frustration.  To begin, who and/or what is the mysterious voice and why did it only speak to him?  Surely, it was responsible for Sonya’s recovery, so it only made sense to think it linked somehow to the prophecy.  The defining power of the Third is the ability to heal.  There had to be some kind of connection he did not yet see.
 
   And why was the fate of the Imperial Princess such a secret?  Although it made a certain amount of sense, Azinon never mentioned anything about keeping the Imperial Princess as his bride, using her father as a bargaining chip as a threat against her good behavior.  Yes, it made sense, but remained supposition.
 
   I suppose it doesn’t much matter, anyway.  Whether it was true or not the prophecy stated he must – if he was truly the Third Power – return the bloodline to the throne of Mithal; though how he would accomplish this task he had no idea.  Azinon had already admitted to keeping the Emperor as his prisoner, so at least that much was certain; but first they had to discover a way into the dungeons to free him—and all without bringing the sorcerer’s armies down upon their heads as they did it.  
 
   Steve sighed, realizing he was putting the proverbial cart before the horse.  There was no point in planning any of that until he had an idea just what kind of manpower and capabilities the Resistance had at its disposal.
 
   He paused in his ruminations then and glanced in the direction of the two young women sleeping side-by-side.  Since Sonya’s brush with death, something had changed in her relationship with Vessla.  He wouldn’t exactly call them friends, per say, but the earlier bitterness between them was decidedly absent.
 
   He let his gaze wander over the rest of the camp, their surroundings, and then inward to thoughts of all that had transpired up to this point. “Well, if nothing else,” he said aloud, “you’ve certainly come a long way from high school.”
 
   He further wondered if things would ever be the same again.
 
   The sky above cleared somewhat and the stars winked in and out amid dissipating cloud cover.  A wind whispered through the trees from the east and Steve let it wash over him as he took in the sounds and smells along with it.  The oncoming morning appeared to promise sunshine, which they could all use after the grueling day they’d had.  
 
   Living in this world, Steve thought, probably wouldn’t be so bad if not for the fact there were so many things in it trying to kill me.  He threw another log on the fire and leaned back on his elbows as the wood crackled and hissed in the flames.  Just then, a single, red-hot ember burst from the fire on a high arc with a loud pop.  Steve raised his hand and the glowing ember stopped in flight and hovered in mid-air.  The crystal around his neck thrummed against his chest with a low glow, singing almost inaudibly its shrill, eerie song.  He swept his hand to the right and the ember floated back over to the fire and then dropped back into the flames.
 
   “You make it look easy.”
 
   Steve looked to where Sonya lay on her side looking up at him.  “You should be asleep,” he said.
 
   “I was for a little while.  I woke up some time ago and now I don’t feel tired in the least.”  She was silent a moment and then said, “Thanks for what you did back there.  I mean, saving my life and all.”
 
   He felt guilty that she believed him responsible, but he had already decided to keep the event to himself until he could puzzle out exactly what was going on.  “I only did the best I could,” he said truthfully.
 
   Sonya moved from her place beside Vessla to sit beside him.  “So how much longer until your watch ends?”
 
   Steve looked to the spot Haldorum had pointed to earlier.  “See those trees?”  Sonya nodded and he said, “When the moon crosses between them, Lurin takes over.  About another hour I figure.”  He then closed his eyes and leaned to the right, stretching.
 
   “You okay?” Sonya asked.
 
   He nodded.  “Yeah, I’m all right.  Took a head butt in the fight when one of those things piled into me.  Just sore, is all.”
 
   “Sit up straight.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I said so.  Now do it.”
 
   Steve suppressed his smile and obediently did as he was told.  Sonya moved behind him and, reaching up beneath his tunic, went to work rubbing small circles on his lower back.  “It helped back on Bareg’s farm,” she said.
 
   Steve closed his eyes, drew his knees to his chest and rested his head on his forearms, letting Sonya’s hands perform a minor miracle.  He jumped when she reached around to his sides and poked him.
 
   “Sit up straight,” she scolded.
 
   Steve did so, and was quiet for only a few moments more before asking, “How do you feel about all of this?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean everything that’s happened—just generally speaking.”
 
   The corner of Sonya’s mouth quirked in silent question.  “I tell you what,” she said.  “Why don’t you narrow it down a bit and I’ll see if I can’t answer you.”
 
   Steve carefully weighed his words.  “I guess...well, what I’d like to know is...”
 
   “Come on.  Tell me,” she pressed.
 
   Steve took a deep breath and turned around to face her with his legs folded under him.  “What would you do if you were in my place?  If this crystal had been given to you instead of me, would you throw everything away to come here?”
 
   Sonya arched her brow and tilted her head as she considered the question.  “That’s a tough one,” she admitted.  She was quiet a few moments more and then finally nodded.  “Knowing the way I am, I think so.  But if I were you, no question about it.”
 
   Steve looked perplexed.  “Why do you say that?”
 
   Sonya laughed.  “Steve, ever since I’ve known you you’ve always been this starry-eyed adventure seeker with his mind wandering everywhere except where his body was.  You couldn’t have known about this world before, but my guess is you’ve been living here since you were a little boy.”
 
   Steve blushed in mild embarrassment.  “I guess my head does drift into the clouds once in a while.”
 
   “Gee, ya’ think?” she chided him.
 
   “Well, it’s not like I get carried away.”
 
   “Oh no?  Remember that report in the tenth grade?  You chose—not surprisingly—to do yours on the legend of King Arthur’s court.  And when Mr. Davis told us he wanted at least five typewritten pages you showed up on the day it was due with—what was it—twenty?”  They laughed together at that, careful to keep their voices low for the sake of the others still sleeping.
 
   “Until now,” she told him, “you have only read about Merlin and the kingdom he helped to create.  Here you are Merlin; and just like him you have the chance to make a difference.”
 
   “You think I can do it?” Steve asked, his mouth quirked in uncertainty.  In his mind there were still so many doubts, so many things that just didn’t make sense, enigmas he couldn’t resolve, and he feared the sum total to be insurmountable.
 
   “Haldorum believes in you,” Sonya said.  “And I believe in you, too.”
 
   The two fell quiet, together listening to the crackle of the fire and the hush of the wind in the treetops.  Steve looked to Sonya after a time and she to him.  She smiled and a sudden, fleeting thought warmed Steve’s cheeks in embarrassment.
 
   Everyone awakened to a cloudless sky and brilliant sunshine streaming through the trees from the east in golden bands.
 
   “What a beautiful morning!” Vessla declared.  “Have you ever seen its like, Sonya?”
 
   “No, princess, I haven’t.  But after last night I would be just as happy waking up to a hurricane.” They both smiled and Vessla proceeded to help Sonya roll up her sleeping furs.
 
   Haze patted the armor plate over his stomach saying, “Tell me, woodsman, what has the king provided us for breakfast?”
 
   “Bread and cheese,” Lurin replied, holding up a sample of both in his hands.
 
   “What?” the warrior said with affront.  “I have eaten far worse but expected better than mere bread and cheese from His Majesty.”
 
   Princess Vessla looked pained by the news.  “I can’t believe my father would supply us with such meager rations!”
 
   “Easy, Highness,” Lurin said.  “It was only at my insistence he provide us with such.  Carting around unnecessary treats only makes for a bigger burden than its worth.”  To Haze he said, “And you, big fellow, need to worry less about your stomach and more about getting us to the Resistance in one piece.”
 
   “You’re beginning to sound like an old woman,” Haze muttered.  Steve snorted at the remark and finished tying his furs into a roll, then wrapped them with a foul-weather cloth.  
 
   Lurin turned to Eegrin and said, “There is a stream not far off from here where you and the princess can fill the water skins.  Bread and cheese can be a rough meal without something to wash it down.”
 
   “Trust me, I know,” the winged soldier assured him.  “I can recall choking down similar meals while on patrol.”
 
   “I do believe I have something to say in the matter,” Princess Vessla said.
 
   “Not if it is anything other than yes,” Lurin replied.
 
   “He’s right,” Haldorum interjected.  “Princess Vessla, I told you from the start this would not be palace life.  If that is the kind of treatment you expect then I think your place best served back at the fortress with your father.”
 
   She pursed her lips, clearly displeased, and snatched up a water skin.  “Very well,” she said tightly.  “If I must, I must – but if I see a single grileden…”
 
   “Fear not, princess,” Haldorum assured her, “they are nocturnal—as are most of the more unpleasant creatures who call the Granar their home.  I’m sure Eegrin will be more than enough to keep you safe.”
 
   Princess Vessla took a second water skin from the woodsman and then tromped off in the direction indicated.  “Come, Eegrin,” she said.
 
   The young soldier sighed and rolled his eyes good-humoredly.  “Be right back.”
 
   When the two had gotten out of earshot Scott remarked, “She’s a bit of a bossy one, isn’t she?”
 
   Haldorum seated himself by the smoldering coals of last night’s fire and chuckled.  “I am afraid her Highness knows nothing other than complete obedience to her every word.  But we—as I am sure we will have to remind her again—are not her subjects.”  He glanced in the direction Eegrin and the Princess had gone and then back again.  “Actually, I must give her credit; she is handling all of this quite admirably.  I imagine it has been no small adjustment to get used to her new setting.”
 
   “I don’t know if she’s all that bad, really,” Sonya chimed in.  “I’m actually beginning to like her.  She’s very nice when she wants to be.”
 
   Scott snorted.  “She just feels guilty over you nearly dying for her, that’s all.”
 
   “Why don’t you try cutting her a little slack?”  Steve’s annoyance was evident in both his tone and his countenance.  “So what if she can’t fight.  In raising her I doubt her father’s major concerns included teaching her how to kill.”
 
   Scott placed his hands on his hips and pursed his lips in wry grin.  “My, my, did I strike a nerve?”
 
   Steve sighed and shook his head.  “She’s just not that bad once you get to know her, that’s all.”
 
   “I agree,” Sonya piped with a nod.
 
   “Now hold on a second,” Scott said.  “I never said she wasn’t a nice girl, just one with ulterior motives.”
 
   Lurin came up behind Scott and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “You need to relax a bit, lad.  If you give her half a chance she might just surprise you.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
 
   Steve dismissed his friend’s concerns as both Kayliss and he made their way over to the remnants of the fire.  Taking a seat beside the wizard, Steve said, “Do you have a minute?”
 
   “Certainly.  What is on your mind?”
 
   “Doubts.  There is something I’ve been trying to figure out since last night, but so far I’m not having much luck.  I thought maybe you could tell me what’s going on—or at least give me an idea.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Haldorum nodded.  “What is it?”
 
   Steve swallowed, hesitant.  “I’m pretty sure I had nothing to do with saving Sonya last night.”
 
   The old wizard looked both intrigued and perplexed at the same time.  “And what makes you think that?”
 
   “Well, because I’m pretty sure I didn’t.  I mean, I wanted to help—I was trying to help—and then I heard that voice.”
 
   “What voice?”
 
   “A voice—I don’t know.  I heard it once before when Eegrin, Sonya and I were escaping the jailhouse.  Last night it told me not to interfere, as though what I was doing would only get in the way.”
 
   Haldorum’s gaze dropped to the ashes of the fire as he grew quiet.  “Certainly unusual,” he said softly.  Then louder, “What this alien voice is I cannot even guess; but so long as Sonya’s life was saved it hardly matters.”  He stood and Steve rose with him.
 
   “But what do I do about it?” Steve asked.
 
   Haldorum shrugged.  “Nothing.  What can you do beyond try to understand it?”
 
   “But how am—”
 
   A sharp scream pierced the forest calm, cutting him off.  Lurin and Haze immediately drew their weapons but Steve was already running with sword in hand and Kayliss following close behind.  He darted from their campsite, dodging between trees and hurtling bushes and fallen logs, charging through the underbrush with a mission.  His heart beat like a drum in his ears and he pressed on headlong, his confidence bolstered by the reassuring presence of the great cat right behind him.
 
   Ahead the trees gave way to a tiny clearing and a single winding stream cut a path through this.  There, on the banks of the stream, Eegrin and Vessla struggled in a net surrounded by several armed men.
 
   I need a diversion, Steve thought.
 
   Kayliss cut right and poured on the speed, appearing and disappearing amid the trees ahead like a white wraith.  The tiger burst forth from the cover of the forest and bounded the short distance to the Jisetrians, driving the men from their prey, snarling viciously and stalking first one, then another, while Steve moved in unseen from behind.
 
   “Don’t move!” he told his friends.  Vessla and Eegrin quit their struggling as Steve slid the length of his sword into the net.  With a sharp upward slice the razor sharp edge cut the thick strands entangling the two and in the next instant they were free.  Steve turned on his heels to lead them away but found his path blocked by still more men who followed from the forest behind him.  A quick glance to the left and right showed still others emerging by the dozens even as Kayliss drove back the original four.
 
   Eegrin took one look at the crossbows leveled against them and showed his palms to the humans wielding them. 
 
   “Kayliss, here!” Steve instructed.  The tiger backed away obediently and returned to the young wizard’s side.
 
   In excess of fifty men pressed in from all sides and Steve, Eegrin and Kayliss formed a protective triangle around the princess with drawn weapons held at the ready.  Rather than shoot them, however, a single man stepped forward from the others with his sword still sheathed at his hip.  He was of medium height and possessed an astute look to his stern, handsome face.  He was wearing a ring of daggers belted around his waist and a worn, brown forest cloak about his muscular shoulders.
 
   He stopped up short and spoke with a voice that was both strong and clear.  “Fighting will give you nothing but consequences, boy.  Best you surrender now.”
 
   Haldorum, Haze, and Lurin all stepped out of the forest and moved through the surrounding crowd with the ease of a town hall gathering.
 
   “Maxwell, even as a boy you were always trying to talk your enemies down,” Haldorum said smiling.
 
   The man turned his head at the sound of his name and smiled at the wizard.  “Why you old rogue!  Where have you been hiding out?”
 
   “Here and about,” Haldorum replied cryptically.  He clasped hands with the man and then hugged him.  Steve and Eegrin both dropped their guard as understanding dawned on the faces of both.
 
   Referring to the two young men Maxwell said, “Do not tell me you’ve gone this far out of your way to recruit a couple of boys.”
 
   “Careful,” Haldorum chuckled.  “I would not make a habit of referring to the Third Power of Mithal as a ’boy’.”
 
   Maxwell’s eyes widened and he looked quickly back at Steve as a murmur of surprise spread through the surrounding soldiers like a wave.  Maxwell glanced open-mouthed back and forth between the wizard and Steve several times before finally managing to speak.  “It is truly him?  You found him?”
 
   “The one and only,” Haldorum assured him.
 
   Maxwell appeared for a moment on the verge of losing control of the excitement so obviously welling up in him, but then a moment later he seemed to remember himself and squared his shoulders, walking up to Steve with the dignity of a professional soldier.  “It is a great honor,” he said extending his hand, “to meet you at long last, uh…”
 
   Steve sheathed his sword and then took the proffered hand.  “Steven.  And you are?”
 
   “Maxwell Donn,” he said with a slight bow.  “Commanding lieutenant of Resistance Dispatch One.  I apologize for the capture of your friends.  Can never be too careful with the potential of redcrests lurking about.  Had we but known…”
 
   “Do I look like a redcrest?” Princess Vessla flared from behind Kayliss and Eegrin.  “I am a royal Jisetrian princess, fiancée to the Third Power, and I do not fancy being snared and dragged across the ground like some fish!”
 
   “A thousand apologies, Your Highness,” Maxwell replied.  “We of the Resistance can hardly afford not to be too careful where Azinon’s men are concerned.  Rest assured, it shall not happen again.”
 
   Princess Vessla folded her arms over her chest, but said nothing more.
 
   Maxwell leaned in toward Steve slightly and in a low voice remarked, “It is a feisty one you have chosen to wed.”  Then straightening he finished more loudly, “My congratulations to the both of you on your engagement.”
 
   Steve fixed him with wry smile.  He liked this man.  “Thanks.”
 
   Maxwell then turned to the rest of his men, who still seemed to be awed that they stood in the presence of the fabled Third Power.  “What are you all gawking at?” he yelled.  “Try to act like a disciplined lot and escort Her Highness and the others back to their camp.  Nessid, you and Ketrid inform the rest to meet us there with the horses—and be quick about it!  I want to leave for Shallows Crag immediately.”
 
   Twenty men appeared at the campsite leading two score of horses.  A horse was provided to each member of Haldorum’s party, except for Lurin, who set out with ten other scouts on foot to ensure the way ahead.  Not unexpectedly, Princess Vessla stayed close to Steve’s side—as would have Kayliss, if Steve had not sent him to skirt the edges of their large band to keep the horses calm.  For much of the day Sonya, Scott, and Eegrin followed in the rear of the procession, while Haze and Haldorum rode near the front, engrossed in discussion with Maxwell Don.  
 
   Steve noted the impressive way every soldier followed Maxwell’s orders with disciplined and unquestioning swiftness.  If something was ordered done, it was done immediately.  Though he supposed such discipline a necessity when faced with a foe the likes of Azinon.
 
   “Why are you so quiet?” Vessla asked him, rousing him from his thoughts.
 
   Steve turned as though noticing her for the first time.  “What?  Oh, sorry, just thinking I guess.”
 
   “Well, you have been quiet long enough.  We princesses are notorious for our need for attention,” she said with a teasing tone, “and right now I want yours.  So talk to me.”
 
   Steve smiled at her self-deprecation and the disarming way about her.  “All right.  What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “Us, as a matter of fact,” she replied.  “Let us talk of our wedding day!”
 
   A mix of concern and uncertainty clouded his face.  “Are you sure this is what you want, Princess?  I mean, don’t get me wrong, you are beautiful and any many would be lucky to have you but…well, there is no love between us.”
 
   “It is not as though it will be that way forever,” Vessla replied almost as a teacher explaining the obvious to a student.  “You like me now, do you not?”
 
   “Well...of course.”
 
   “Do you believe me to be a woman difficult to fall in love with?”
 
   “No—I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   “There you have it, then,” she said matter-of-factly.  “When you are finished here we shall return to Jisetra to be wed.  Our love will grow over time and I shall bear you many strong and healthy children.”  A mischievous grin upturned one corner of her mouth as she said, “But certainly not until we have had sufficient time to get to know one another.”  She giggled at what Steve felt was, by now, a very familiar flush to his cheeks.
 
   “Okay, time to shift gears,” he said fidgeting nervously in his saddle.  “If we’re going to be married perhaps you should tell me more about yourself.  You have a magical ability; tell me about it.”
 
   Princess Vessla looked visibly pleased with his interest and she beamed.  “It is quite simple, really.  If the person is willing – and even sometimes when they are not – I can see things about them.  Sometimes I can even see things about them they do not know themselves.  It is called post-cognition; an ability to look back at what has been.”
 
   Steve whistled impressed.  He could see how a talent like that could come in handy—though he felt sorry for their future kids, for they were never going to get away with anything.  “How could you know something about someone even they are unaware of?” he asked.
 
   “Everything in our lives that helped to shape who we are touches us psychically—a kind of invisible tether, linking us to everything about our past.  Momentous occasions, key decisions, strife, our joy; all of it is still there, following us around and building as we live our lives.  We are all really just walking volumes of history in that way.  Not everything in our lives do we remember—like your birth, for example—but they are events that touched you all the same and can be read if you have the talent for it, as I do.  I could show you, if you like.”
 
   Steve raised a hand.  “Nope, that’s okay.  I have enough trouble with my own powers.”
 
   “It is no trouble.  I will tell you something harmless—like who your parents are—just to show you what I mean.”
 
   “No, thank you, Princess, really.  Fortunately, I know who my parents are and, like my father once said, what you don’t know can’t hurt you.”  Princess Vessla gave him a curious look and he amended, “I don’t think it was meant to be taken literally.  It’s just an old adage on my world that means some things are better left alone.  I think I turned out okay just as I am.  If there’s something about me I don’t know then it’s probably best I not know it, you know?”
 
   Princess Vessla laughed.  “One of the things I like most about you is the fact I do not understand a thing about you.”
 
   It was Steve’s turn to laugh.  “Now you sound like me,” he teased.
 
   Maxwell heard them both and drew back on his reins to fall in beside the Third and his Jisetrian fiancée.  He was smiling grandly and paused to greet the princess before addressing the young wizard.  “Haldorum has been telling me many things about you.”
 
   “I hope it’s nothing I can’t live up to later.”
 
   Maxwell laughed.  “Fear not!  If the prophecy is to be believed, your skills dwarf even the wildest imaginings of my men.  Tell me, though, what are your plans once you’re settled in with the Resistance?”
 
   Steve noted the seriousness in Maxwell’s eyes.  It almost seemed as though—yes, he was.  The man was testing him somehow.
 
   “He will not be settling in at all,” Vessla replied for him.  “In case you have forgotten, the Third Power is betrothed, and there is a wedding to attend to.”
 
   “I see,” Maxwell said leaning his head back slightly.   “You will not be staying long then—departing as you will to attend to…nuptuals.”
 
   “Are you interested in my fiancée’s plans for me or mine?” Steve asked flatly.
 
   Maxwell appeared surprised by the rebuke, as did Vessla.  “I can see by your tone I have offended you,” he said.  “I apologize.  It was not my intention.”
 
   Steve relaxed his defensiveness with a rueful sigh.  “No, I’m the one who should be sorry.  I know you’re only looking out for the cause you serve and the men who serve it with you.  What I should have said was no, I’m not leaving—at least not yet.  There is a lot I still have yet to learn; about all of you, about this war, and we still have to figure out how to free the Emperor.”
 
   “Then you truly believe he yet lives?” Maxwell asked, his eyes conveying his hope.
 
   “Yes, I do.  And I believe it is also possible he has the Imperial Princess as well.  That much is only a theory, but I’m sure Haldorum has already explained my reasons to think so.”
 
   Maxwell nodded.  “If you are right, and we get even one of them back, it could spell Azinon’s downfall as well as the fulfillment of the prophecy.”
 
   “But tell me, lieutenant, how did you get involved in all this?” Steve inquired.  “I know it’s a little off the subject but I’m curious.”
 
   “I’m afraid my story is no more pleasant than any other.  Immediately after the overthrow of the Imperial house the Dark One set his armies loose to ravage the outlying towns and villages.  Perhaps Azinon saw it as a way to reward those who followed him.”  Maxwell shrugged.  “Who knows, but my home was one such village.”  A sad smile creased his face and Steve could only imagine what horrors he was remembering from that day.  “I was not much older than you are now when they came.  The townspeople scattered, of course; they were not fighters. The redcrests took anything and everything they wanted; women, food, provisions of all kinds.  There were a few of us who tried to fight but we were outnumbered and ill prepared.  My father was slain trying to protect my mother, and when he died she slit her own throat rather than allow herself to be violated.  The village was set to flame with only myself and a few others managing to escape with our lives.”
 
   Steve could not even begin to imagine what witnessing something like that could do to a person.  Seeing your family slain, your home burned to the ground; those were the scars that never completely healed.  
 
   “So that is why you joined the Resistance?”
 
   “Actually, no,” Maxwell Don replied.  “My father had always taught me to go on with life no matter what it may deal me.  So I did.  I took to living as a vagabond and in my travels I came upon a young lady who stole my heart away the moment I met her.”
 
   Princess Vessla, silent to this point, suddenly declared, “A love story!  I knew it.”
 
   Maxwell tipped his hat.  “Indeed, Princess, but I am afraid this one lacks a happy ending.  You see, she died as a result of this magical plague haunting us all today.  When it came, it struck in all parts of the kingdom at once, suddenly and without distinction.  Some claimed it the wrath of God, punishing mankind for his misdeeds.  Others like myself, however, knew only the darkest evil could inflict such harm.”  Maxwell looked ahead, staring at some far off place as his countenance grew rigid and his voice constricted in a cold, controlled anger.  “It was when the plague took my beloved that I decided to join the Resistance.  Azinon and this sickness are linked somehow—directly or no—and he will pay for what he has done to those I loved.”
 
   Steve suddenly realized Vessla was crying silent tears, and trying to hide the fact.  She turned her horse abruptly and spurred the mount into a gallop.  The surrounding men parted as she moved through their ranks without stopping.
 
   “Vessla, wait!” Steve called after her.  Maxwell tried to signal to one of his men but Steve stopped him, catching his wrist mid-motion.  “No, I’ve got this.”  Without waiting for an answer, he turned his horse and set off after her at a gallop.  He could feel Kayliss’s alarm but he bid the great tiger to be calm and maintain his watch over the patrol.  There was something more going on here than could be plainly seen, and whatever it was he had to handle it with the princess alone.  He spurred his horse harder and the distance between them began to close.  What was it that could send her off in such a state of grief?  Surely not Maxwell’s story alone.
 
   The princess was not an adept rider, a consequence of her life high up in the Jisetrian palace, and Steve quickly overtook her.  Grabbing her mount’s bridle, he drew in the reins on his own horse and brought them both to a stop.
 
   Vessla slumped forward in her saddle, sobbing freely now, unable to hold in her grief any longer.  Steve dismounted and then moved to help her do the same.
 
   “I am sorry,” she said as she slid into his arms, the tears streaming down her lovely face.  “It is just that—”  She broke off and buried her face against Steve’s chest as another fit of sobs escaped her.
 
   He held her with his left arm, speaking soothing words and stroking her hair with his right hand.  If there was one thing that never failed to get to him, it was to see a woman cry.  “Please, please, Princess,” he told her.  “It’s all right.”
 
   “No, no, you don’t understand,” she said.  She lifted her chin and looked into his face.  “When Maxwell told his story I – I couldn’t help but think of my own mother.”
 
   “Why?  What happened to her?”
 
   Princess Vessla’s eyes welled up with tears anew.  “Sh-she died when I was just a little girl.  I barely had the chance to know her before…”
 
   Steve held her close as the crying began again.  So Haldorum was right, he thought.  The plague truly is indiscriminate.
 
   He wanted so much to comfort her, and he cursed himself for not knowing how or what to say.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XII
 
   Eegrin arrived next on the scene.  He reined in his horse and dismounted, concern clearly marked in his eyes.  “What happened?  Is she all right?”
 
   “She’s fine,” Steve assured him.  “She’s upset, but she’s all right.”  To the princess he said, “We should probably get back before the others start to worry.”
 
   Princess Vessla backed away a step and collected herself with a wan smile.  “You are right.  I am so sorry for this.”  She withdrew a handkerchief and dried her reddened eyes.  “We should go.”
 
   “Good to see you again,” Maxwell Don greeted the three as they approached.  “I was just about to send out a few men to find you.”
 
   Steve, Eegrin and Princess Vessla guided their mounts through the soldiers and to their original places in the procession.  Maxwell gave the order to move on, asking no questions, which Steve credited to the man’s wisdom.
 
   “Haldorum says you handle that blade rather well,” Maxwell said.
 
   Steve glanced at the sword Mr. Martin had given him and smiled.  “I do all right, but Haldorum tends to exaggerate.”
 
   Maxwell chuckled, “Perhaps.”  Then more seriously he added, “If you do not mind, I was wondering something.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I do not mean to place more burdens upon you than you already bear, but exactly how great are your powers?  I only ask because the plague is but half of the problem we face.  The prophecy states you will purge this sickness, but are your powers great enough to…”  He trailed off then, and Steve had the distinct feeling the man was torn between his desire to hope and his life’s pessimistic reality.  Finally, he asked, “Well, great enough to destroy the Dark One?”
 
   Steve raised his eyebrows as he took a moment to ponder the gravity of that question.  Ultimately, he could only shrug.  “I have absolutely no idea.  From what I have gathered, the prophecy doesn’t say anything about me destroying anyone.”
 
   Maxwell Don nodded at that.  “I only ask because I do not know if Haldorum is capable of it.   Perhaps the both of you together, but should anything happen to Haldorum before then…”  He let his words trail off without finishing.
 
   “I know what you mean,” Steve replied.  “I’m sorry, I just don’t know.”
 
   Maxwell straightened then.  “No matter,” he said.  “With heart, faith, and skill, we will see the end of both evils.”
 
   He and Steve clasped hands as comrades, knowing they would all need those three traits in abundance in the days ahead.
 
   The day turned toward evening and the soldiers of Resistance Dispatch One led their charges further toward the heart of the forest.  Here the waning light added a deeper gloom to the surrounding vegetation.  Great blankets of moss covered the treetops like heavy canvas and hung down from the branches in large drooping tendrils.  Black pools of mud churned all around and large murky bubbles formed, swelling to the size of ostrich eggs before popping with a whooshing release of gas.  Nearby a bird swooped down from the treetops and skimmed the surface of one such pool as it hunted for insects.  Just then a bubble formed and popped just as the bird flew overhead, splattering the tiny aviator and plunging it headlong into the pool.
 
   “That poor thing!” Princess Vessla exclaimed.  “Quickly, someone save it!”
 
   “Best to avert your eyes, Princess,” Maxwell Don advised.  “This is not a part of the Granar we can afford to dawdle within.”
 
   Princess Vessla gave the lieutenant an icy stare, unmistakable even in the half-light.  Her next words were level and delivered with practiced royal authority.  “Lieutenant Maxwell Don, I order you to do something about this now.”
 
   The soldier halted his horse and he turned to face her.  “Princess, let us get something straight between the two of us right now.  I respect you for your position in your kingdom, but here I am the one in command.  In case it has slipped your attention, we are well outside Jisetrian territory, thus ending the reach of your rule.  I will not risk the life of one or more of my men simply for a…”
 
   His words trailed away when the young wizard extended a hand toward the muddy pool.  The crystal around his neck grew bright with a piercing white light and pulsed like a living heart, filling the air with a tinkling sound like a glass wind chime in a steady breeze.  Everyone watched wide-eyed as the drowning bird rose from murky surface, glowing with the same eerie, white aura as that of the crystal.  In another moment, the clinging mire fell away from the tiny creature like water running off plastic.  The glow dimmed, then faded entirely, and the bird flew away under its own power unharmed.
 
   A mystified murmur spread through the men and then one jubilantly shouted, “He will vanquish the Dark One!”  A chorus of shouts went up in front and behind followed by drawn weapons held in salute.  Steve looked on surprised, but then remembered what it must mean to these people to see someone with magic outside of the only other wizard they have ever known.
 
   “Thank you, Steven,” Princess Vessla said, casting the lieutenant a smug look.  She then leaned over and kissed her fiancé’s cheek.
 
   Maxwell Don motioned for silence when he spied Lurin ahead returning with several other scouts, a look of concern on his face.
 
   “We have a problem,” Lurin said simply.  “Gouroth and several of his pack are blocking the way ahead.  They seek words with you and say we will not pass until they are heard.”
 
   Maxwell scowled and muttered a curse beneath his breath.  To Lurin he said, “You know what to do should this get out of hand.”
 
   The woodsman nodded, reached over his shoulder and drew a shaft from his quiver tipped with silver.
 
   “You,” Maxwell said pointing to a soldier on foot.  “Take nine others with you and escort Gouroth to our position.”  The soldier snapped a salute and ran off calling the names of others who immediately fell into ranks behind him.  Maxwell then turned to Steve and sighed regretfully.  “I was hoping to avoid this.”
 
   “Avoid what?” Steve prompted.
 
   “I haven’t the time to explain now; just come with me, say nothing, and do not stray from Haldorum’s side.  If things get out of hand I am afraid you may have to use your powers to end lives rather than save them.”  Steve was about to say something more but Maxwell cut him off with, “You will understand shortly.”
 
   Everyone waited in grim silence for several minutes, looking tense and ready for a fight.  Then the scouts emerged from the gloom ahead.  They held their weapons drawn and their attention tight on the four they marched before them.  Steve looked on somewhat confused and wondered why the soldiers around him grew visibly more tense at their approach.  A single man walked at the head of the four-person party—Gouroth, most likely.  Long black hair fell unkempt about his rough-featured face like a mop, and his eyes, like two lumps of coal in his head, stared out with the confidence of a man self-assured.  Innumerable scars decorated the whole of his body, plain for all to see for he wore no clothing beyond a simple, ragged black cloth tied at the waist on his well-muscled frame.  A scantily clad, brown haired young woman followed him barely a step behind and to his right, followed by two other males on his left.
 
   Their party approached within fifty feet when Maxwell raised a hand.  “That is far enough.”
 
   The dark-haired man stopped and smiled maliciously.  His voice was a deep growl as he said, “You trust not Gouroth?”
 
   “When have I ever?” Maxwell replied.
 
   “Was it not Gouroth who led Resistance to Shallows Crag?  Was it not Gouroth who showed you caves, now home for Resistance?”
 
   “Was it not Gouroth,” Maxwell Don said, “who permitted the death of five Resistance soldiers on patrol in this very mire?  Gouroth’s memory may be selective, but surely it does not fail him.”
 
   Gouroth scowled at this affront and bared his teeth in a snarl.  “Rogue wolves kill!”
 
   “So you say,” Maxwell replied levelly.  “My sources say it was more like sport.”
 
   Steve’s gaze fell over the young woman staring intently—but not at Maxwell.  He followed her eyes to the target of her intense scrutiny and wondered what about his friend Scott she found so intriguing.
 
   Gouroth’s nostrils flared as he exhaled sharply in anger.  The young woman looked to him then and touched her leader on the arm, an action that drew Gouroth’s attention and seemed to communicate something subtler to him.  With a visible effort, he calmed.
 
   Then to Maxwell she said, “You know why we have come.  The Third Power of Mithal is ours by right.”
 
   Haldorum raised a single brow at this.  “And what right are you speaking of, Kurella?  Your pack does not suffer under the plague any more so than the other races of Mithal.  It is I who brought the Third Power to this world, and it was most certainly not for the benefit of the Wolves.”
 
   “You owe us, wizard,” Kurella reminded sternly.  “If not for my father your pitiful army would not have its place of sanctuary.  The Granar is our home and we permit your intrusion.”
 
   “You permit our intrusion,” Haldorum replied pointedly, “because you wish the death of Azinon and an end to the plague as much as we do.  We are grateful to your father for guiding us to Shallows Crag, but do not pretend we do not pay for that assistance when it is the Resistance that bleeds against the Dark One’s minions in place of your pack.”
 
   “Pack not cowards!” Gouroth bellowed.
 
   Steve could not be sure but he could swear the pack leader was growing in size.
 
   “We need not your soldiers!  The teeth and claws of wolves claim more redcrests than Resistance.  Five humans do not match a single wolf in battle!”
 
   Haze stiffened at that boast.  “I would not wager my head on that.”
 
   Gouroth fixed the warrior with an icy glare that bespoke a challenge.  The pack leader took several deep breaths, and with each breath he grew larger still in size.  Muscles ripped and corded all along his body, and coarse, gray-white fur sprouted from every pore in his body with fantastic speed.  Steve watched incredulous as Gouroth’s jaw extended into a muzzle, and dark claws formed where had been only fingernails moments before.  A tail extended from the base of his spine and his ears elongated to lupine form.
 
   “Fight me now?” Gouroth asked, his voice a rumble in his chest.  “Winner takes Power.”
 
   “Let me take him,” Haze whispered tightly to Haldorum.
 
   Steve was impressed at the warrior’s courage and amazed any man would actually volunteer to fight such a creature.  Gouroth’s lupine frame stood over seven feet in height.  Talons were a more accurate term for what grew out of his fingertips, and fangs as deadly as those of Kayliss.
 
   “No,” Haldorum said.  “There will be no fighting here.  The Third Power is coming with us and that is that.”
 
   Gouroth growled and the other two males behind him each transformed to join their pack leader by his side.  “Do not be a fool.”
 
   “Funny,” Haldorum replied, “I was about to say the same thing to you.”  His staff appeared in his hand with a flash of blue light and both metal-tipped ends glowed a ghostly azure.
 
   Gouroth snorted contemptuously, then advanced a slow step forward.  “First Power is no match for the wolf.”  He then raised his muzzle to the night sky and unleashed a howl that chilled the bone.  On all sides of the soldiers, creatures stirred in the bubbling mud pools, crawling out of the slag and mire, pulling their lips back over fangs yellow-white against the dark mud, until the entire patrol found themselves surrounded on all sides by two dozen werewolves, dripping with black ooze.
 
   “That is certainly debatable,” Haldorum said calmly.  “Only magic, silver, or another wolf can kill one of your kind.  But you see, friend Gouroth, we prepared for an encounter such as this long in advance.  Maxwell, if you would be so kind.”
 
   Maxwell Don made a quick motion in the air and the fifty soldiers at his command drew their weapons.  Gouroth’s smiling snarl waned at the sight of a silver sword in every man’s hand.  Kurella, who alone remained in her human form, gasped and took a step backward at the sight of the glinting metal.
 
   Haldorum met the lupine leader’s eyes placidly.  “We outnumber you, Gouroth.  And each of us holds the werewolf’s bane.  Attack and these members of your pack will surely die—but they will be counted among the lucky.  With your ability to heal, I can kill you across years.  Do not forget I am the same man who killed the demonic assassin sent to end me so many years ago.  Tell me, Gouroth, do you think my knowledge of magic has grown or lessened in that time since?”
 
   Gouroth looked on with his hatred seething in his eyes for long moments.  Ultimately, the choice was clear.  The pack leader gave an evil grin and nodded.  “This night is yours,” he said finally, his guttural voice dripping with promise.  “But there is tomorrow.”
 
   “As there always is with you,” Haldorum nodded back.
 
   Gouroth loosed a series of growls and yips and the members of his pack fell back until they were lost to sight in the gloomy shadows of early evening.  Gouroth himself then turned and left the path, striding through the shallows of muck like a giant, followed by the two males who accompanied him.  Kurella alone remained, seemingly transfixed for a moment, and then turned and fled the path with the others of her pack.
 
   “Are you all right, Scott?” Sonya asked.
 
   He said nothing at first, and then blinked as though coming out of a trance.  “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.”  His eyes, however, remained fixed in the direction Kurella had gone.
 
   Maxwell Don performed a curt hand signal to a distant scout, and received a similar one in return.  To Haldorum he said in a low voice, “They are out of sight now, but I suggest maintaining the illusion until we have safely reached Shallows Crag.”
 
   Steve blinked.  “Illusion?  You mean…”
 
   Haldorum chuckled and pointed to the sword belted at Steve’s waist.  “Draw your weapon.”
 
   Steve did so and marveled at a blade of polished silver.  “How did you—”  He then looked to the glowing staff in the wizard’s hand and suddenly he understood.  “Never mind, let’s just get out of here before Gouroth figures it out.”
 
   Two hours after sunset the cliff face marking the sanctuary of Shallow’s Crag loomed tall and imposing before them.  At first, Steve looked on confused, for only a solid rock wall with a wide waterfall lie before them.  But when the first scouts vanished into this as though it were mere air, he suddenly realized the waterfall was exactly that: just air.  Another of Haldorum’s illusions, carefully placed to hide the entrance to the home of the Resistance.  Still, as they moved forward, the smell of the spray and the sight and sound of the rushing water made him involuntarily close his eyes.  In the next moment, however, the roar ceased abruptly with the suddenness of a flipped light switch and they entered into a massive cavern where large, forbidding stalactites reached down from the ceiling rock like the teeth of some great monster.  A dozen wide-mouthed tunnels connected to the cavern on the left and right, utilized by a steady flow of men and women who moved purposefully within and without.  A stable master and eight young apprentices—the eldest appearing no older than early teens—approached the returning dispatch and took charge of the horses as their riders dismounted.  Steve started to dismount but Maxwell stayed him with a hand.
 
   “No, not you, lad,” he said.  “You and your friends have a little way to go yet.”
 
   Raising his brow in curiosity, Steve settled back into his saddle and was about to follow the lieutenant when startled shouts rose up behind him.  Kayliss emerged at a run through the illusion of the waterfall and bounded through the throngs of men and women who were more than eager to clear the way for him.  He stopped a tolerable distance from the young wizard’s mount, and Steve himself felt the wash of indignation from the great cat.
 
   Drawing up beside him, Princess Vessla asked, “Is there something wrong?”
 
   Steve was still looking at Kayliss when a smile creased his lips.  Dismounting, he answered, “Nothing serious.  Kayliss just has other ideas.”  He then turned the horse around and slapped his rump, sending it away at a trot.
 
   “You would inconvenience yourself just to please an animal?”
 
   Steve mounted Kayliss, seating himself just behind the tiger’s powerfully broad shoulders.  “Who’s inconvenienced?  Besides, he’s not just an animal, Princess.”
 
   “Really,” Scott said matter-of-factly, “how many tigers that size have you ever seen?”
 
   Sonya reached over and chucked him on the arm.  “That’s not what she meant.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Scott whispered.
 
   Haldorum cleared his throat quite loudly.  “If we may proceed?”
 
   Maxwell Don led the way to the far side of the immense cavern, to a large arch carved in the wall of the stone.  In the cavern, every man and woman of the Resistance knew the First Power of Mithal had gone in search of the Third; and even though the other soldiers of the dispatch were already spreading the news, it was no great leap of faith to deduce this unusual young man astride his tigrine mount had to be the one.
 
   The tunnel continued for eight hundred feet and then opened onto broad, level ground surrounded on all sides by jagged, mountainous rock reaching hundreds of feet into the night sky like a monstrous, dark crown.  Steve could see why the Resistance had chosen to make sanctuary in such a place; even if Azinon could find it, there would be no chance of his army scaling such a treacherous path to the inside.  Ahead of him an entire city of tents and pavilions dotted the landscape in orderly grids but, instead of the bustling activity of an active army, tens of thousands of soldiers waited in stillness, vigilant, with a nervous energy that was palpable.  Steve could see Scott and Sonya’s disbelief matched his own at the sheer numbers gathered.  Until now, the thought of an all-out war was surreal; more dream than reality.  But now, the full import and seriousness of the task he agreed to shoulder was a real and crushing weight.
 
   Expressionless, Lieutenant Maxwell Don led the First and Third Powers of Mithal at the head of their party into the midst of the thousands who gathered to witness the savior of Mithal with their own eyes.
 
   The crowd parted wordlessly as Maxwell approached on his mount, and then closed in again behind Lurin, bringing up the rear.  Except for the soft thudding of the horses’ hooves on the packed earth, and a low, cautious growl from Kayliss, all was silent.
 
   Maxwell halted them before an elevated, wooden platform, fifty by fifty feet square, and atop this stood a solitary man dressed regally in black and gold, the colors of the defeated imperial realm.  He was an older man—looking nearly as old as Haldorum—with a close-cropped beard and short hair faded almost entirely to gray.  He smiled when his eyes met those of the young man accompanying the First Power, reminding Steve somewhat of his own grandfather.  Maxwell and Haldorum dismounted first, which prompted all three visitors from Earth to do the same.  The old wizard motioned for Steve to approach and together they joined the solitary figure on the dais.
 
   Haldorum moved forward and took this man’s hand as he would a brother.  He smiled secretively and said, “Old friend, we have a new addition to our ranks.”
 
   The man smiled and his gaze went over the wizard’s shoulder.  “No introduction is necessary.”  Still looking to Steve he said, “Young man, I am General Corbett.  Step forward and draw your sword, so you may be duly sworn to our cause.”
 
   Haldorum moved to the side as Steve stepped forward with his sword held horizontally in both hands.  Sonya watched from the grass as the general positioned the sword between them, point resting on the wood of the dais, the general’s hand over Steve’s own on the handle of the rapier.
 
   General Corbett spoke in a loud and clear voice.  “This night marks the start of a new era; the first night of many that will spell the destruction of the Dark One.  Your coming has been long awaited, and with your arrival we are at last complete.  Swear upon this blade and by almighty God that you, as Third Power of Mithal, will strive to fulfill the prophecy as it was foreordained by the first Oracle ten centuries ago.”
 
   Steve looked up from their locked hands to the gathered tens of thousands.  These people who knew nothing about him looked back with a reverent awe, and he knew it was because of what he represented for the land, for the empire—for the very future of all goodly races.   Healing a world meant mastering a power he knew nothing about.  Restoring an empire meant taking on an evil blessed by Hell itself.  
 
   The magnitude of their expectation frightened him.  What if I can’t do it?  What happens to these people if I fail?
 
   He looked back at his friends, Sonya and Scott, who represented everything that mattered most: his home, his family, a life back on Earth—a normal life—far removed from all of this.  Though back home he was still a student, a minor cog living in a scientific world he knew would, ultimately, be no better or worse off without him.  But here there wasn’t just the chance to make a difference; here he had the powers of a wizard.  Here he could potentially help millions—no, more than that, he could save millions.
 
   Steve returned his gaze to the hilt of his sword, his jaw tight, and his resolve firm.
 
   “This I swear.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XIII
 
   Steve and the First Power of Mithal stood ten feet apart within a spell circle one hundred feet in diameter.  The energy coursing through the enchanted boundary ensured magic within could not escape beyond the circle.  It was a necessity, Steve knew, until he could learn to engage his power without broadcasting it across every psychic plane of existence.  Outside of this, Kayliss lounged before a small wagon loaded with supplies of food, water, wooden targets, and various other items for use as the younger Power’s training progressed.
 
   The crystal’s light flared against Steve’s chest and filled the morning with its shattering song as he reached for his magic.
 
   “Control it,” Haldorum warned.
 
   Steve visibly tensed as the reach of his power expanded outward from him in every direction like an invisible corona.  If it reached Haldorum’s circle it would press against the boundary and reveal it to the human eye as a translucent blue hemisphere over the area in which they stood.  He had gotten much better over the last week, as evidenced by the old wizard shrinking the size of the protected area day by day—but it was not enough.  Steve wanted total control over his power.  While the uncontrolled side effects of attempting to levitate a chair might mean several others to the side and behind rose as well, the unintended consequences of destructive magic were far less forgiving.  No, it had to be nothing less than total control.
 
   Steve employed his will against the expanding influence of his magic and gave a satisfied grunt as he felt it halt.
 
   “Good.”  Haldorum drew out the word.  “Now draw it in.  Bring it back into yourself.”
 
   Steve nodded, his breathing coming quicker, and redoubled his efforts.
 
   Princess Vessla sat before a large oval mirror within the comparably spacious expanse of her quarters, thinking on how infuriating and intolerable her situation had become.  Though certainly not of royal standards, she could not rightfully complain of her accommodations, and she remained grateful to the general for such special treatment, her room located as it was at the top of the only two-story structure in Shallows Crag and overlooking the jousting field just a quarter mile off.  Its luxurious furnishings easily rivaled those within the quarters of Haldorum or the general himself, and the pages assigned to her catered to her every need.  Still, there was the undeniable matter of her fiancé, and the fact she had not been afforded a single opportunity to see him over the entire week.  She had thus far tried everything within her power but every request and demand she made was politely—but firmly—turned aside.  It was very much aggravating!
 
   A small boy of ten years stood behind the princess brushing gently the fiery lengths of her strawberry hair.  “What bothers you, Your Highness?” he asked.
 
   Princess Vessla inhaled deeply, her chest heaving, and let out a long sigh.  “Just thinking, is all.”
 
   “About the Third Power?”
 
   She looked up and smiled at the boy’s reflection in the mirror.  “Yes, little one, I am.  I very much want to see him.”
 
   Eegrin stood leaning on the wall across the room, watching idly two servants making up the princess’s bed.  He turned his eyes in their direction at the mention of his friend’s title.
 
   Princess Vessla turned in her chair to face the child saying, “And how is it you know the thoughts of a princess, little one?”
 
   The child placed his hands behind his back and his large brown eyes looked away.  “Just… just because,” he finally said.  He looked back then.  “Are you really going to marry him?”
 
   “The very moment I can get him away from this place,” she replied.
 
   “But why would you want to leave?  I do not want you to go.  I like you.”
 
   The princess’s cheeks flushed slightly with her beaming smile.  Gathering the little boy in her arms, she hugged his small form briefly and then said, “And I find you utterly adorable, little one.”  She ran her fingers through the dark curls of his hair.  “If I have a little boy I hope he turns out just like you.  Your mother should feel very lucky.”
 
   At this the boy’s gaze fell to the floor and the smile left his cheeks.  The princess looked on perplexed.  “What is wrong?”
 
   He shrugged his little shoulders.  “I never knew my mother.”
 
   “What of your father?”
 
   “Him neither,” the boy replied, regret thick in his voice.  “My guardian says they were heroes, but died in the war when I was a baby.  I was too little to remember them.”
 
   “Would you like to see them, little one?” the princess asked.
 
   “I can’t.  They’re in Heaven.  But Darnum says I can pray and they will hear me.  I talk to them all the time.”
 
   “But to see them, would you like that?” Princess Vessla asked.
 
   “Your Highness,” Eegrin cautioned, “perhaps this is not—“
 
   “Hush, Eegrin!” she scolded.  Then to the boy she said, “What say you, little one?”
 
   The little boy looked at her quizzically for a moment, and then his countenance brightened.  “You are magical!” he exclaimed wide-eyed.
 
   Vessla laughed.  “No, child, I am not; but I can make use of it.  Would you like to see?”
 
   “Oh, please!  Please, could I?”
 
   Princess Vessla lifted the small boy up and then set him down again in her lap.  She then turned in her seat to face the large oval mirror and, taking the boy’s hand in her own, hummed softly a pleasant melody while watching their reflections intently.  Only moments passed before the reflective surface of the looking glass wavered and rippled as though someone had tossed a pebble into a pond.
 
   “Do you see, child?” Princess Vessla asked.
 
   The little boy leaned forward and peered intently into the foggy depths of the mirror.  Vessla began humming yet again and the picture started to clear, allowing discernible figures to take shape in the coalescing picture.  The images sharpened and the background became more distinct until it seemed they two peered through a window to another world.
 
   The servants behind Eegrin, their tasks momentarily forgotten, stared motionless at the spectacle unfolding.  
 
   Suddenly the upper body of a darkly handsome man filled nearly the whole of the mirror.  Though his lips moved in conversation, they heard no sound.
 
   “Daddy!” the little boy exclaimed, lurching forward in the princess’s lap.
 
   Princess Vessla could not help but be surprised the child would recognize a man he had never seen, but then a closer look revealed the distinct resemblance of the man in his young son; a resemblance, apparently, even a small child would know.
 
   She changed the pitch of her sweet voice and the picture in the mirror changed as well.  Now a woman’s figure filled the scene with light brown eyes like those of her son, and generous upper body with long, shoulder-length hair framing the delicate features of her face.
 
   “My mommy?” the little boy asked, staring mesmerized by the sight.
 
   “Yes, little one,” the princess replied gently.  “Your mother: a woman who loved you with all her heart.”  The child did not turn, but continued to stare into the eyes of the woman before him.  Princess Vessla felt something wet touch the back of her hand.  She looked and discovered a single tear had rolled from the child’s cheek like a small pearl.  With her sweet voice stilled, the picture in the mirror wavered again like ripples from a stone.  And then was gone.
 
   The little boy turned to face the princess with eyes now overflowing with the salt of his grief.  Surprisingly, he smiled.
 
   Princess Vessla smiled, too, and in a soft whisper she said, “You are welcome.”  When the little boy turned again to the mirror she gently laid his head to her bosom and held him, cradling his small form.  “There will be another time, little one.”
 
   The strange feelings kindling inside the winged young woman made her smile with an inner joy.  This happiness, she thought, will be the gift I give to my beloved.  I will go to him and explore his heart for the secrets he knows not even of himself, and together we will share of that knowledge and become closer.
 
   Nightfall.  Three days after Steve’s first lesson in the finer points of magic, Haldorum no longer needed to lay down the containing circle.  The speed at which Steve’s ability to channel his power into a single direction, focus it to a single task, without broadcasting to every wielder of magic on the continent was, according to the elder wizard, unprecedented.  Now, fully a week into his practice, his lessons consisted of manipulating the kind of magic that came most naturally to him.  Destruction.
 
   It seemed strange, Steve thought as he stood there in the night air, listening intently for the slightest sound that would give away the predator that stalked him.  It was strange the Power meant to save the whole of the world from the magical sickness ravaging it was a natural at destructive magic.  Thus far, he couldn’t even heal his own bruises acquired over the last couple of days of training, nor summon…whatever magic it was that had saved Sonya in the forest.
 
   A slight rustle in the waist-high grasses caught the young wizard’s ear and pulled him fully from his contemplation.  He turned his head slightly, listening intently in the direction from which it had come.  Haldorum had long since retired from the field, leaving Steve, at his insistence, to continue his training alone.  Well, almost alone.
 
   Another rustle in the grass, barely perceptible, this time directly behind him.  Kayliss sprang from the grass in a leap meant to hit his prey at the shoulders but Steve was a blur of movement, his magic coursing through him as easily as his own blood.  His jump carried him ten feet straight up, and he unsheathed the blunt wooden knife at his belt as gravity pulled him back down.  Kayliss’s claws dug into the ground as he landed where the young wizard stood only a moment before, and he used that added traction to pull him even faster forward.  This time it was Steve’s aerial attack that failed, landing in a three-point crouch as he did a fraction of a second too late.  Kayliss whirled about then and faced off against the young wizard, his upper body lower to the ground than his hindquarters, his tail swishing the air playfully.
 
   Steve smiled.  “Well played, you overgrown kitten.”
 
   Evening fell upon Shallows Crag like a veil, casting the great circle of mountainous peaks a fiery orange as the sun slowly fell beneath the horizon to the west.  Even so, there remained activity within the camp of the Resistance.  Torches flared to life atop poles throughout, while men and women continued their work unhindered beneath them with a fervor they had not known in years.  The past week had given birth to an excited buzz amongst the soldiers and supporting citizenry since the coming of the Third.  Talk of an end to the terrible plague, of a rebirth of the empire, the fulfillment of the prophecy, and most of all, of the chance to take the battle to Azinon directly.  
 
   Sonya thought about this as she made her way back to her tent.  During her training that day she had taken the opportunity to speak with many different soldiers, too numerous to count, and all welcomed the coming conflict.  This struck her as frightening.  She had never known war, but what she did know of it meant the spilling of much blood and the loss of many lives.  How could anyone, no matter how noble the cause, ever welcome that?
 
                 Sonya pushed aside the tent flap to her quarters and entered.  She crossed the room, letting her long-knife fall to the floor, before nearly collapsing onto her bed.  The day’s activities exhausted her and her muscles ached from long hours of strenuous practice in hand-in-hand combat.  Despite the bothersome ache, however, she felt satisfied with her performance.  What she had learned, she had learned well.  Now she needed to make sure she practiced so as to build the muscle memory Lurin said would be needed to truly internalize the training.
 
   There came a knock on the tent pole outside and Sonya sat up in her bed.  “Come in.”
 
   Scott entered, casting Sonya a silly salute as he did so.  “Hiya’, Bruce.”
 
   “Who?” Sonya asked with a raised brow.
 
   “Bruce.  You know, Bruce Lee?  Correct me if I’m wrong but it sure looked as though you were having more fun out there than even I was.”
 
   “Well,” Sonya replied, a thoughtful smile playing on her full lips, “I did kind of have some fun with it, but not enough that you get to call me Bruce.  Got it?”  She pointed an index finger at him in mock irritation.
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I guess I got it, then.”  Scott approached where Sonya sat, the mischievous smile on his face telling her he had not quite finished playing with her yet.  In his best Spanish accent he asked, “Escuse me, Lady.  But I would consider it an honor if you would dine with me tonight before an evening fire.”
 
   Sonya laughed.  “Plan on treating me to a real night on the town, I see.”
 
   “Only the best for you, my lady,” Scott continued, maintaining his accent.  “It is agreed, then?”
 
   “It is agreed.”
 
   “Wonderful!”  Then, dropping the inflection, Scott added as though thinking to himself, “I can’t wait to tell my friends back home I had dinner with Bruce Lee.”
 
   Sonya sprang from the bed like a lioness and seized Scott by the wrist.  Turning and stepping back to gain leverage, she lurched forward and pulled Scott off his feet, throwing him like a dead weight over her shoulder to land squarely on the bed.  The move was awkward, learned as it was earlier in the day, but the result had been more than sufficient.  Scott lay on his back with a look of genuine surprise.
 
   “Don’t call me Bruce,” Sonya said simply, but smiling proudly at her accomplishment.
 
   Scott sat up on her bed, unable to keep a smile off his face.  “Well, if I do you can bet next time I won’t be nearly so close.”  He stood and crossed the room to go.  “I better go get washed up and changed.  See you in an hour?”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   It was nearly a full turn of the glass later when Sonya looked up from the fire she had just kindled as her friend walked out of the shadows of evening and into the light.  In one hand he held two steaks wrapped in cured hide, the other held a basket of fruit and a wine skin.  “You seem to have made quite an impression,” Scott said as he took a seat beside her.
 
   “What do you mean?” she poked the fire one last time and the wood popped noisily.
 
   “You know that guy, Jordun, who works at the mess locker?  Well, he rounded up the best steaks he could find and asked me to give you his regards.  He even threw in a flagon of wine.”
 
   “He’s a nice guy,” Sonya replied coy.  “He stops by every once in a while when I’m working with the horses.”  She noted the sly twinkle in Scott’s eye as he downed a gulp of the wine to wet his appetite.  “What about you?” she asked.  “I noticed you made quite the eye contact with Gouroth’s daughter.”
 
   Scott gave a short bark of laughter.  “Yeah, right!  Just what I need, a woman who wears a flea collar.  Sorry, but she’s a werewolf, and I’ve got this thing against women with more hair on their chests than I do.”
 
   Sonya smiled as she took the steaks and placed them on the grill over the fire.  She then took the wine flagon and tasted its contents.  The purple liquid within flowed sweet and made her mouth water for more.  “So what have you heard of Steve?” she asked.
 
   Scott shrugged.  “Not a whole lot, I’m afraid.  He disappears early in the morning with Haldorum; sometimes coming back for a few hours to see General Corbett, sometimes staying out all day long to wherever it is they disappear to.”
 
   “But if that is all they’re doing then why do they have to go so far away and be so secretive about it?” Sonya asked of him.
 
   Again, Scott shrugged.  “Maybe Haldorum really wants to make sure Steve doesn’t hurt anyone by mistake.”
 
   “Oh, that’s ridiculous!” Sonya huffed.  “Steve would never hurt anybody.”
 
   “Certainly not on purpose,” Scott admitted.  “But I’m sure they just want to be safe about it.”
 
   “Maybe,” Sonya replied unconvinced.  “But I still think it stinks.  Steve was our friend long before the Resistance got a hold of him.”
 
   Scott was quiet for a few moments, and then, “It must be nice,” he said thoughtfully, “to be able to do the things he can.”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded.  Her imagination ran away with her momentarily, showing her images of Steve standing over a battlefield, lashing out against an army of redcrests with terrible powers.  “Do you think he might want to see us as much as we want to see him?” she asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t put it past him,” Scott replied.
 
   “Well, then why don’t we just go see him tomorrow?  We know what direction he rides each day, and they can’t be leaving Shallows Crag because the front entrance through the cliffs is the only way in or out.”
 
   “As far as we know,” Scott pointed out.
 
   “We do know,” Sonya insisted.  “Don’t you think we would have been told if there was another way?”
 
   “No.”  
 
   Sonya’s look told him not to be petulant.  
 
   “Well, you asked,” he shrugged helplessly.
 
   She sighed then.  “You’re no help.”
 
   The shadows stirred as another figure moved out of the darkness.  Scott offered a fruit from the basket to the new arrival but he politely declined.
 
   “No, thank you,” Haze said as he took a seat opposite Scott on a foldable canvas and wood chair he brought with him.  “Have already eaten.  Instead I am here to let you in on a small mission we’re undertaking in the morning.  It seems our stores are getting a little low, so a few hunting parties have been called together.  I thought perhaps you might like to come along and use some of that archery Lurin has taught you.”
 
   “Seriously?” Scott asked brightening.  “That’d be great; a hunting trip!  I haven’t been on one of those in ages.”
 
   “So you are coming, then?”
 
   “Count on it!  When do we leave?”
 
   Haze chuckled at his enthusiasm.  “First light tomorrow morning,” he replied.  He then inclined his head in Sonya’s direction.
 
   “No, thanks,” she replied with raised hands and a slightly sour look.  “I’ve never really had the stomach for it.  You two have fun.”
 
   Scott was practically bubbling with vigor.  He reached across and turned the steaks over with his knife, and then looked once again to the warrior.  “This is gonna’ be fun.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XIV
 
   Scott peered through the trees from the elevated perch astride his mount, his heart thumping like a drum in his chest.  He brushed a lock of hair from his eyes as he slowly scanned the forest ahead of him.  Everywhere was quiet save for the soft hush of the wind and the birds chattering overhead.  It was two days after leaving Shallows Crag and only Scott, Lurin, Haze, and fifteen other men remained of their once fifty man hunting party to bolster food stores.  The last two days had proven a successful hunt, but with each new bounty men were paired off to ride back with the meat for salting and curing.  Now only Scott and the seventeen soldiers of the Resistance remained.
 
   Today would be their last turn at the hunt before heading back to regroup at Shallows Crag, and for the duration of the hunt to that point, Scott had immensely enjoyed the feeling he was contributing in a meaningful way to the cause.  He had trained, certainly; but up until that point it had not been a contribution to the whole.  This, however, was a direct action to help the side his friend had sworn to defend.
 
   “I just wish there was a way to get more involved,” he thought aloud.
 
   “What was that?” Haze asked.  Instead of his usual plate armor, the warrior sat astride his mount in leather, the breastplate and pauldrons boiled and lacquered hard.
 
   Scott looked to him and shrugged the thought aside.  “It’s nothing,” he said.  “Just thinking out loud.”
 
   Haze nodded and then inhaled as a breeze brushed past his face.  “You know, you are very lucky.  I think this must be the finest hunt I have ever known.”
 
   “I know it’s been a great experience for me,” Scott agreed.  He let his hand come to rest on the hilt of the silver-bladed dagger belted at his waist and smiled.  “And I didn’t even have to use this.”
 
   “Tis’ a good thing,” the warrior replied.  “A werewolf is nothing to take lightly, whether your blade be silver or not.”
 
   “You certainly looked more than willing to go toe-to-toe with Gouroth in the swamp.”
 
   “True,” Haze conceded with a tip of his head, “but to engage him would have been to enter a battle I could not win.  My broadsword is not even so much as tainted with silver in the metal.”
 
   “So you would have gotten yourself into a fight you knew you would lose?”  Scott remembered to keep his voice low but, all the same, he sounded as though the idea were ludicrous.
 
   “I did not say I would lose,” Haze chuckled.  “I said I could not win.  Werewolves heal remarkably fast.  They can even grow back lost limbs.”
 
   “But if you have silver?” Scott inquired.
 
   Haze’s grin hinted malice.  “A different matter entirely.  Minutes and hours to heal turns to weeks and months—just like any human.  Unfortunately, as much as I might wish it to be, Gouroth will never face me if there is a chance I might kill him.  A fierce fighter he is, but a shrewd one as well.”
 
   The hunting party came to a sudden standstill as the tracker ahead signaled them all to a halt.  Everyone waited silently as he examined the tracks in the earth before them.  He then stood and motioned off to his left and then to his right.
 
   “Come on, lad,” Haze muttered.  “This is likely to be the last chance you will get.”
 
   Not yet skilled enough in horsed archery himself, Scott smiled expectantly as he untied the spear from his saddle and the remaining hunters around him readied their bows.  He did not mind the disparity, though.  It just meant he would get closer to the action.
 
   Scott followed Haze as the warrior peeled off quietly to the right, along with several other soldiers, while the rest of their party moved left in a maneuver meant to squeeze the prey from both sides, forcing the animals to flee in a straight line and prevent them from scattering.  Scott tightened his grip on the spear as he circled around a concealing stand of tall shrubs that was sure to hide him until the last moment.
 
   “Wait for the whistle,” Haze reminded in a whisper.
 
   Scott nodded his assent and then leaned forward in his saddle, intending to charge in the very next second after he heard the signal.  Suddenly it was there, piercing the air with a high shrillness, and Scott spurred his horse forward in a charge.  Soldiers moved in from the left side with a wild cry just as two dozen waist-high, coarse-haired beasts with broad chests and horns like bulls burst from the cover of the shrubbery in a panicked frenzy.  Scott, lighter than most of the other soldiers, took the early lead and bore down on the rear of the herd from the right side, forcing the animals into a forward flight.  The combination of horses’ hooves and the hooves of the horned creatures they pursued pounded like thunder on the ground and added to the excitement as Scott raced through the forest.  Arrows from the left cut down several of the beasts before they could cover a hundred feet of ground.  Those soldiers who hit their mark reined in their mounts to finish off their prey, leaving Scott and the others pursuing the remaining herd.
 
   One of the larger beasts broke ranks from the pack and Scott chose this as his mark.  He spurred his horse even harder, hefting the balanced spear above his shoulder as he bore down on his intended prey.  He drew back and in one swift motion launched the spear with all his might.  It flew straight and true but the beast stumbled momentarily, shifting its weight and causing the weapon to miss.  Instead the edge of the spearhead traced a thin line across the rump of the beast before burying itself solidly in the ground.  The creature squealed in surprise and cut sharply right.
 
   Scott continued straight ahead and leaned left in his saddle, seizing the shaft of his spear as he passed, then shifting his weight right and turning his mount to run the animal down and try again.
 
   The horned beast fled into a denser area of the forest, likely pure instinct Scott reasoned, to escape his pursuer amid the low-hanging boughs and large brush.  Scott ducked one branch overhead without taking his eyes off the target.  He shifted his weight as he directed his horse between two trees to gain ground on the smaller and more maneuverable animal weaving and dodging amid the intermittent cover.  A sudden appearance of a cluster of branches, however, took him completely by surprise.  He turned his head as they slapped and tore at him and, in his moment of blindness, failed to see the heavier branch ahead.  It struck him only a glancing blow off the shoulder, but enough to dislodge him from his saddle and send him to the ground.
 
   The horned beast turned tail then and lowered its horns in a full charge.  Scott lifted his head dazedly but his senses came rushing back at the sight of the peril he had blundered into.  Seizing the spear that had fallen beside him, he crouched low, placing his foot on the butt and lifting the point.  The beast saw the threat too late.  The point rammed home, piercing the chest of the creature and vaulting it up into the air by its own momentum.  The body struck earth with a heavy thud and lay unmoving, the beast dead.
 
   Scott stared at the bloody corpse of the motionless beast for several moments before daring to breathe.  He wiped his brow with his sleeve, feeling lucky to have escaped this encounter with only a few bruises from the fall—let alone with his life.  He stood slowly then and looked around but his horse was nowhere to be found.  
 
   “Great,” he said aloud.  The animal he killed weighed in excess of two-hundred pounds and he knew there was no way he could drag it out himself.  Oh well, he thought, I’m sure Haze and the others will be—
 
   Something sharp bit into his neck, distracting him from his thoughts.  He reached up and gingerly pulled the four inch, feathered needle from his skin with a wince, and then stared glassy-eyed as his vision swam at the edges.
 
   “What the hell is…”
 
   He didn’t finish, the potent venom dropping him to the ground unconscious even as Kurella walked up behind him.
 
   Scott slowly opened his eyes before a flickering fire that cast away the shadows of night.  He had a slight headache from whatever poison had tipped the dart, which left his thoughts a bit jumbled and confused as he lay on his side trying to contemplate the events that brought him here.  What had happened?  He tried to sit up but couldn’t bring his arms forward.  He pulled on the bindings holding his wrists together behind his back, and puzzled out an additional cord connected his wrists to the bindings around his ankles.
 
   “Good, you’re awake,” Kurella said from the other side of the fire.  “I was afraid I was going to have to carry you the entire way.”
 
   Scott lifted his head and surveyed his surroundings, surprised to find his kidnapper was apparently alone—at least for now.  Casting his eyes back to the young woman he said, “Can’t say I feel the same.”
 
   Kurella smiled as she poked idly at the fire with a stick.  “I guess I cannot blame you for—”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure you’re real sorry, but you’ll have to forgive me if I’m feeling less than courteous,” Scott interrupted.  He rolled to his other side and, with a controlled effort, managed to sit up with his knees to his chest.  The cord running between his bindings allowed no other way to get comfortable.  “So are you going to tell me what this is all about?” he asked.
 
   “What is there to know?” Kurella shrugged.  “You are my prisoner, and in the morning I am taking you back with me.”
 
   “Yeah, I gathered that much.  It’s the why I don’t get.”
 
   “I have my reasons, human.”
 
   “Oh, well that’s different.  As long as you have your reasons.”
 
   “No one asked you if you liked it,” Kurella retorted.  “Now be quiet and stop arguing with me before I become angered!”
 
   Scott sighed, saving his sarcasm as he knew it would get him nowhere.  For the time being he resolved himself to bide his time and hope for a later opportunity to escape.
 
   The muscle in his neck where the dart had struck ached and he slowly tilted his head to stretch it.  He had not gone very far before the pain made him wince.
 
   Kurella stared into the fire, seemingly without notice of his discomfort, but then finally said, “I am sorry for drugging you, but at the time I could think of nothing else.”  Scott remained silent and only continued to exercise the muscle, wincing when the pain became sharp.  “Will you stop that?” Kurella barked.
 
   “Oh, forgive me,” Scott said with sarcasm lathering every word.  “If this bothers you I could always go somewhere else and do it.”
 
   “I think you will find my teeth can become a great deal sharper than your tongue, human.  Best you speak with the respect owed from captive to captor.”
 
   Scott shook his head and made face as though to dismiss the idea as nothing more than an idle threat.  In truth, however, the picture her words conjured in his mind were anything but pleasing.  “By the way,” he said, thinking it best to say something – anything – rather than let her think she frightened him, “my name is Scott, not ‘human’.”
 
   “Very well,” she replied.  “I shall you call you by your name if it will dull the edge on your tongue.  Agreed?”
 
   “I have a choice?”
 
   “I shall take that as a yes,” Kurella resolved.  “It is better than the alternative.  I would hate to mar such a handsome face merely to teach you obedience.”
 
   Scott stared into her brown eyes as the firelight danced across her irises, trying to deduce the depths of her conviction.  She stared back at him deadpan.  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Scott said finally.
 
   Sonya sat astride Diamondside, a big black with powerful haunches, within the confines of the corral when she spied Haze and the rest of the men returning from the hunt.  Eager to hear if Scott had lived up to his boasting, she wheeled Diamondside around and kicked him with her heels into a full gallop.  With child-like ease, the big black soared over the split-timber fence and needed no further urging to press his run.  She circled once around the returning men but couldn’t find her friend anywhere.  Finally, she drew up alongside Haze, who walked with the stride of a man on a mission, and asked, “Where did Scott go?”
 
   Without stopping Haze replied, “I am sorry, Sonya, but there has been some kind of accident.”
 
   Sonya gasped.  “Scott?  Is he hurt?  What happened to him?”
 
   “We don’t know.  Yesterday during the hunt he broke away and his horse returned not long after without him.  Lano was able to track him to where he had fallen from his saddle, but all we found was a bloody dart and tampered tracks.”
 
   Sonya dreaded even to think it.  “You don’t think its Scott’s blood, do you?”  
 
   “We do not know, lass,” Haze replied grim set.  “Who or whatever was there took great care to hide their own signs.”
 
   “Well, we’ve got to do something!” Sonya demanded.  “We’ve got to go out there and look for him!”
 
   “I am on my way to General Corbett as we speak, Sonya.  He will assemble a search party and I shall lead it myself at first light.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Sonya declared.  “By tomorrow he could be dead!  For all we know he’s already hurt and unable to help himself.  We’ve got to get out there now; tell Haldorum what happened.”
 
   “Haldorum will be told,” he said.  “He will open the portal near to the place we last saw Scott and the search will commence from there.”
 
   “What about Steve?  He’ll want to know.”
 
   “No!” Haze said stopping abruptly to face her.  “Steven need not be troubled with this—not yet.  His training with Haldorum is by far more important to the whole of Mithal.  He will be told only as a last resort.”
 
   “But Scott is Steve’s friend,” Sonya argued.  “If something has happened to him then Steve will want to know about it.  He already feels responsible for our being here and if anything—”
 
   “That is exactly the point,” Haze interrupted.  “He feels responsible for you and if anything should happen to either one of you then he will be devastated.”  The burly warrior suddenly seemed aware of his tone and continued more calmly, “I am sorry, Sonya.  But try and see the situation from our point of view.  Many lives are depending upon the Third Power, and something like this could seriously hamper his progress toward saving our world.  Believe me, I am as concerned for Scott’s safety as you, but we must proceed cautiously.  You have my word I will do my utmost to find your friend.”
 
   Sonya nodded.  She could indeed understand Haze’s reasoning, and he acted according to what he thought was best.  “All right,” she said.  “Do what you feel you have to.”  With a parting smile in the warrior’s direction, she nudged Diamondside into a gallop back toward the corral.  
 
   You do what you have to, and so will I.
 
   Steve walked alone in the darkness of late evening toward his quarters.  Usually he walked with Haldorum, for the old wizard’s quarters were directly next to his own, but for one reason or another Haldorum was called away on some unexpected meeting with General Corbett—which was fine.  Steve was actually glad for the alone time.  This was one of the few times he could remember being left alone, and because of it his sense of privacy was beginning to return from whatever faraway place it had fled to for the last eight days.  Kayliss, who presently prowled the night, was the only one Steve didn’t mind hounding his every step.
 
   Compared to the number of tents Shallows Crag harbored, the number of hard-walled structures was rare indeed; Steve’s quarters, however, was one such exception.  And when it came to area and luxury, his living space rivaled the general’s.
 
   As he stepped up to the front door the guards on either side snapped to attention with a sharp salute.  The customs and courtesies took some getting used to, but he still thought it strange given the general had not yet even commissioned him an officer.  Even so, he saluted in return and the guard to the left opened the door for his passage.  Steve thanked him as he entered, and then the same guard closed the door behind him.
 
   The room was bathed in shadow save for the window across the way allowing in silver-white moonlight.  Steve removed his boots and left them at the door, then silently padded across the room to look up into the face of the half-moon through the window, transfixed as though spell bound.  He could not help but think of the plan Haldorum and he had contrived together, and all the dangers inherent to such a bold scheme.  The general required some convincing initially but, although reluctant, agreed the fulfillment of the prophecy might just depend on the success of this mission.  They had to succeed.
 
   Steve froze as a rustle of movement reached his ears.  It had been slight and barely audible, but wholly outside the range of sounds he had come to recognize as normal.  He pretended not to notice, for he was standing in the full light of the moon and, therefore, in plain sight of whoever shared his quarters this night.  Steve’s right hand slowly crept to his side from the window sill it rested upon.  With a mere thought, he willed the light orbs in the room to full brightness and whirled with sword in hand.  His eyes scanned the room left to right but, oddly, there was no one to threaten him.  Then his gaze settled on the sleeping form in his bed with the covers pulled up to her neck.
 
   “Sonya?” he muttered.  He sheathed his sword and walked silently across the room to kneel down beside her.  “Hey,” he said with a gentle hand on her shoulder.  “Time to wake up, pretty lady.”
 
   Sonya roused slowly at first, then became instantly awake the moment her eyes focused on him.  Her arms darted out from under the covers and hugged Steve tightly around the neck.  “Oh my God, I’m so glad to see you!” she said.
 
   “Well, thanks,” Steve replied uncertainly.  He tried to hug her back but in her present position lying on his bed he could only manage to cup her shoulders awkwardly.  “I missed you, too.  Is that why you’re here?”
 
   She released him.  “Not entirely, no.  It’s Scott.  Something has happened to him in the Granar!”
 
   “The Granar?  What was he doing out there?  What happened?”
 
   Sonya quickly relayed the whole story of Haze’s invitation to participate in the hunt, all the way up to Scott’s disappearance.  “And they weren’t going to tell you about it because of whatever is you do out there with Haldorum.  I wouldn’t have said anything but Scott is our friend and I thought maybe you could do something to help bring him back.”  She started to say more but faltered as her voice cracked.  A single tear crept down her cheek and Steve took her in his arms.  “Oh, Steve.  We have to find him!”
 
   “Don’t worry, we will,” he replied.  “Scott’s not stupid and he knows how to take care himself.”  He lifted her chin to look her in the eyes.  She sniffed once and Steve could not ever remember anyone looking so angelic as she did to him now.  “As much as I hate to admit it, they’re right about waiting until morning,” he said.  “But tomorrow that search party is going to have two additional volunteers.  If he’s out there, we’ll find him.  Okay?”
 
   She swallowed her grief and managed the best smile she could with a nod.  “Okay.”
 
   “I don’t believe this!” Haldorum declared.  “You should have known word would have gotten back to Steven; you should have acted sooner.”
 
   Haze shrugged with open hands.  “I acted as quickly as I could.  I went to see General Corbett the very minute we arrived, but Sonya took a more direct route.  The guards outside Steve’s quarters allowed her inside, not knowing at the time what they were allowing to occur.”
 
   Haldorum appeared as though his insides were coming to a slow boil.  He was about to speak when General Corbett cut him off saying, “We know you did all you could, Haze. You acted accordingly and in a manner any of us would have done in your place.”  Then, with a meaningful glance in the old wizard’s direction, “Did he not, Haldorum?”
 
   “Do you know what he is telling me?” Haldorum asked rhetorically with a single hand gesture to convey this was the last thing he needed.  “Haze will not be leading the search party for Scott – he will!  But that is not the half of it.”  The old wizard paced the general’s quarters.  “Sonya will be accompanying him, and once Princess Vessla found out she, too, demanded to come along.  I do not have the time for this.  We do not have time for this!”
 
   “Calm down, Haldorum,” General Corbett said patting the air with his hands, palms down.  “The lad is only acting out of concern for his friend.”
 
   “I understand that, but the fact remains his training must continue.  Without full control his powers can be as much a liability as advantage.”
 
   General Corbett nodded at that.  “All right, listen to me, both of you.  We only have a few hours until sunrise.  Haze, I want you to call together the men you will need for the search party.  Make whatever preparations you deem fit – but be quick.”  The warrior saluted his commanding officer and then left without a word.  When he was gone, General Corbett turned to Haldorum.  “I want you to go with Steven into the Granar and do what you can to find his friend.”
 
   Haldorum only nodded, deciding that much for himself already.  Steve was far too valuable to the future of their world for it to be any other way.
 
   “And there is one other thing,” the general continued with an interested urgency audible in his voice.  “In your training with him thus far, what have you discovered?”
 
   Haldorum snorted.  “That he is bull-headed, overconfident, and stubborn as a mule.”
 
   “Yes, yes, you have said that time and time again, but how is he coming along?”
 
   The old wizard ground his jaw a moment and then tilted his head in concession.  “The boy is a natural born leader.  Granted, he has many rough edges that yet need smoothing, but a talented decision maker and strong leader nevertheless.”  As Haldorum continued to speak the words flowed more easily, matching his growing excitement at the potential of this budding wizard.  From the pride in his voice, one might almost have thought him to be speaking of a son.
 
   “All right, all right,” General Corbett said chuckling.  “He is everything we hoped for then?”
 
   “I dare say more,” Haldorum grudgingly admitted.
 
   Corbett nodded and then said, “Perhaps then the time has come to grant him his commission.”
 
   With that Haldorum’s expression turned skeptical.  “That may yet be premature.  There are still things the lad and I must explore before thrusting such a duty upon him.”
 
   The wizened military man looked to consider the advice carefully.  “Very well, then.  I’ll defer to your judgment.  In the meantime, if Scott is still alive it behooves us to find him with all due haste.  I cannot say I do not worry for him.”
 
   “Nor I,” Haldorum said with a distant glance at the floor.  “But they did not find his body where he fell so there might still be a chance for him.”
 
   “Good.   At sunrise—” a knock at the door cut the general off and both Haldorum and he turned.  “Enter,” General Corbett called.
 
   A captain entered without delay.  With a sharp salute to both the First Power and General Corbett he said, “The werewolf chieftain requests counsel with you, sir.  He came alone and currently waits for you at the cave entrance.”
 
   “Alone?” Haldorum said, hardly able to believe his own ears.  “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   General Corbett then addressed him.  “Captain, take ten of your most capable men and go to the armory.  I want each of you bearing a silver sword and escort Gouroth to my chambers.  Understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  He saluted and then was gone.
 
   Haldorum was silent a moment as he considered.  “What in the world would prompt that cagey dog to risk coming here alone?  Unless of course…”
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” General Corbett affirmed.  “I do not believe for a moment he has come without escort.  But still,” he added thoughtfully, “even this behavior is highly unusual for him.”
 
   They waited together in tense silence for twenty minutes before the door to the General’s quarters opened again.  Five silver sword-wielding men entered first, followed by Gouroth, himself followed by five more men plus the captain.
 
   “Where is she?” Gouroth demanded without preamble.
 
   “Who?” the general inquired.
 
   “You know!  Kurella missing since yestermorning.  Because of you this is so!”
 
   The men to either side of Gouroth visibly tensed, each of them looking prepared to strike if the werewolf chieftain so much as grew a single additional hair.  General Corbett, however, appeared unshaken in the face of the dangerous man.  “Why, in the name of the Third, would you think me responsible for your daughter’s disappearance?  Our dealings with your kind—”
 
   “You send men into Granar!  Your orders they follow!”  Gouroth’s lips pulled back over his teeth in a wolf-like snarl.  With a menacing, even tone he said, “If she is harmed – even slight – I will eat your heart.”
 
   With that the captain who had first announced Gouroth’s arrival placed the tip of his sword to the werewolf chieftain’s bare back.  “Watch your words, mongrel.”
 
   “It is all right, captain,” General Corbett said.  “He only fears for his daughter’s safety.  However,” he then said pointedly to the werewolf chieftain, “a second threat in the face of my hospitality will not be so easily forgiven.”
 
   Although Gouroth did nothing more than return the look with a hate-filled stare, the captain lowered his sword; but not without first tracing a small cut.  Gouroth did not flinch.
 
   “I lament your loss but there is little I can do,” General Corbett continued.  “We are presently seeking one of our own who has also turned up missing.  If we should discover something of Kurella’s whereabouts in the course of our search I will have word sent to you immediately.”
 
   “Why should I believe?” Gouroth growled.
 
   “Why should we believe you?” he returned.  “Think about it, chieftain.  Had I truly anything to do with your daughter’s disappearance, the only reason for doing so would be to draw you out.  It certainly appears as though my “master scheme” has succeeded, would it not?”
 
   For the briefest instant, a faint glimmer of doubt flickered over Gouroth’s countenance.  He glanced once to either side, reassessing the numbers around him before returning to look at the wily general before him.
 
   “If that had been my intention then you could say my plan worked rather well, yes?”  General Corbett was silent then, allowing the weight of his words to sink in.  Then, with deliberate slowness, he said, “You may go now.”
 
   The captain moved in front of the chieftain and motioned for him to depart.  Gouroth turned and left, grinding his jaw as he went.
 
   When the room was once more clear Haldorum chuckled and said, “As always, you seem to find the exact words Gouroth does not wish to hear.”
 
   “I suppose you could say one gains experience after a time.”  The general’s expression then changed to one of a more serious nature.  “What are the odds these two incidents are somehow related?”
 
   The old wizard had had the very same thought.  “I do not know how yet, but I believe they are, yes.”  He then crossed the room and seated himself as though exhausted.  “In fact, I am beginning to think there are a great many things at play we have not yet discovered.”
 
   The sun crept its way out of the horizon with a steady, patient slowness, and the low ground fog that had rolled in during the night was beginning to dissipate as the sun’s rays permeated its lazy, swirling depths.  Birds drank of the morning dew deposited in tiny beads upon every leaf of every tree while keeping a keen eye out for fat flying insects to devour.  Not far away, one such insect struggled to free itself of the web it had unwittingly flown into.  It beat its wings in a relentless effort to regain its lost freedom, but the strands of spider silk proved too strong.
 
   Scott jerked and tugged in the morning light, rolling once to his left, then muttering a curse beneath his breath as his struggles rolled him to the right.  He worked his wrists back and forth, trying to put some slack in his bindings so that he might slip his hands free.  Hard as he tried, however, Kurella’s knot work proved more than a match for him.  Scott gave it a rest, allowing himself a brief respite and begrudgingly admitted the werewolf girl could teach the Boy Scouts a thing or two.  He glanced over at the sleeping form of the scantily clad young woman and scowled.  Kurella had to be a woman confident in her skills for her to sleep so soundly.  Scott, on the other hand, was just plain exhausted.  With another muffled curse, he turned his head and dozed off into a fitful half-sleep.
 
   He awoke with a start as Kurella cut the ropes holding his ankles with a small knife.  “We have ground to cover,” she said.  “Start walking—and at a brisk pace.”
 
   Scott maneuvered himself to his knees and then stood erect.  He groaned as he stretched the knotted muscles all throughout his body, the result of his cramped sleeping arrangements.  “You change your mind about letting me go yet?”
 
   “Walk.”
 
   “Nah, I didn’t figure.”  Scott turned and began marching in the direction the wolf girl pointed.  “You know, you never did answer me last night,” he said.
 
   “Answer what?”
 
   “Why you kidnapped me.  As I see it, you avoided the question because you either were afraid to tell me or just plain didn’t know why you took me in the first place.”
 
   “Afraid?  And why should I fear you, human?  Are you so dangerous?”
 
   “No, not really,” he admitted.  “But if it isn’t that you’re afraid to tell me, then it must be you don’t have a reason.  I guess you just saw my charming features and acted on impulse, eh?  Although I have to say, for a first date, flowers would have been more romantic.”
 
   “I think you will find,” Kurella said prodding him forward with a finger between the shoulder blades, “your sense of humor diminishes when we reach my home.”
 
   “Why?  Are you going to take advantage of me?”
 
   Scott turned his head slightly and caught just a glimpse of Kurella’s amused smile.  Good, he thought.  All he needed was for her to trust him, to relax her guard—even if only a little.
 
   “So why did you do it?” he asked again.
 
   “Because I am to my people what you humans would consider a princess, and every princess must have her retinue of slaves.”
 
   “Wait a second,” Scott said coming up short.  He turned to face her.  “Why would a princess of the werewolves have to hunt down her own servants?”
 
   “Slaves,” she corrected him.  “And it is because every wolf, no matter their station, must hunt those things they desire.  And they must hunt those things alone.”
 
   Scott smiled like a fox.  “So you’re saying you desire me?”
 
   She pointed.  “Move.”
 
   They continued their march, Scott leading the way while Kurella followed.  More than once Scott felt the young wolf girl’s gaze as she regarded him, although what she was thinking he could only guess.  She was very careful and her expressions were difficult to catch—harder still to interpret.
 
   In another hour the terrain turned rocky and the grass of the forest floor gave ground to harsh undergrowth that crunched underfoot.  The wind picked up and Scott noticed from the lean of the scrub foliage that it probably grew much fiercer in the late season.  Every tree looked bent and gnarled, with branches broken and others intertwining with their neighbors, lending further credibility to his suspicions.
 
   “I don’t suppose you could answer a question?” Scott asked at last.  When Kurella did not reply he said, “Why is it silver is so difficult for your kind to recover from?”
 
   Without warning, Kurella shoved him into a nearby thicket.  Scott went headlong toward the ground and, unable to catch his fall with his arms, fell on his left shoulder and rolled to his back.  The wolf girl was upon him in the next instant, straddling his waist and clamping her hand over his mouth.  She remained quiet for several minutes, staring straight ahead through the tangle of brush and sniffing occasionally at the air.  Without much choice, Scott waited with her in confused silence.  It was obvious she searched for something – or someone – but what?  The thought left Scott’s mind completely when Kurella lay down upon him, keeping her hand over his mouth and looking straight ahead.  Her lithe form writhed upon him as she tried for a better view through the thicket, and her firm breasts pressed full upon his chest.  Then, apparently satisfied the danger was gone, she relaxed her defensive state.
 
   “There are a large number of redcrests over the next rise,” she said finally.  “They have moved farther away now, but we will have to circle around.”
 
   She removed her hand and Scott said, “It makes no difference to me who we run in to.  Their prisoner or yours, what’s the difference?”  Although he could hardly confess such knowledge to Kurella, he could definitely feel a difference just then.
 
   “Perhaps you do not care, but I do,” she replied curt.  “The werewolves are a harsh people but our treatment of you pales in comparison to Azinon’s ways.”  She hauled Scott to his feet with surprising ease by the front of his tunic.  “Keep moving.” 
 
   For the next several hours Kurella directed Scott in a wide arc around the location she detected enemy activity.  Scott thought this particularly odd.  He was no woodsman, but he thought it a little extreme to travel such a great distance out of the way.  So much so it gave him the sneaking suspicion the wolf girl was up to more than she was admitting.
 
   They were walking side-by-side when Kurella caught him eyeing her again in the same peculiar manner he had maintained for the last two turns of the glass.  “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   She seemed to search for the words, then she just shook her head and continued walking.  A few minutes later, she spied it again.  “Like that!  Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “Like this?” Scott asked, and he craned his neck toward her with his eyes wide and bulging.
 
   Kurella laughed and just shook her head.  Scott, for his part, considered himself lucky.  He did not mean to stare—and certainly didn’t mean for her to catch him at it—so he forced himself to look straight ahead.
 
   They walked onward in silence until the sun slipped low to the west, stopping only briefly along the way to eat of wild berries.  It was during one such time the young wolf girl reached up and ran her fingers like a comb through her hair.  Scott found the motion decidedly sensuous, the way she moved even in this simplest of gestures with a predator’s grace.   Then, just as quickly, he stared straight ahead and the barest hint of a smile creased the corners of Kurella’s lips when she caught him admiring her.
 
   Kurella held the march up well into the evening until finally finding a place suitable to spend the night; all the while Scott continued to flatter with the way he struggled with himself not to stare.
 
   When she signaled a halt, Scott settled himself with his back against the base of a large tree, grateful for the respite.  Looking around he noted somewhat approvingly he might actually get some sleep if his captor could refrain from hogtying him this time.  The ground in this tiny clearing was soft and carpeted with plush grass, and the only sounds were those of the birds above and the occasional lap of a wave from the small lake they settled beside.  Scott was tired, hungry, and dirty, but not quite as unhappy with his present company as before.
 
   I’m sure she would have been a very nice girl, he thought, if not for being born to a litter.
 
   “Where do you think you are going?” Kurella asked as he got up.
 
   “I haven’t bathed in two days,” Scott replied.  “I look like somebody’s welcome mat and I’d like to get somewhat clean again.”  And, he added silently, the water might just loosen the bindings I’ve been working at all day.
 
   “You cannot go into the pond with your hands tied behind your back.”  For a moment Scott actually dared hope she meant to cut him free.  “I will have to go with you,” she said.  “I cannot have my slaves drowning themselves before I even get them home.”
 
   “Ah, right,” he said disappointed.  He walked over to the water’s edge and then stopped when he noticed Kurella did not follow.  He turned and watched, shocked, as she stripped of her woven top and waistcloth, and then casually approached him as though nothing were out of the ordinary.  Scott whirled back around, his cheeks flushing red.  “Oh—sorry,” he stammered.
 
   Kurella cast him a curious look.  “For what?”  “Oh, yes.  I almost forgot.”  She looked to her clothing she held in one hand and shrugged.  “You humans are so much more modest about your bodies than my people.  Well, if it bothers you…”  She then took to slipping back into her garments.
 
   “It’s not that it bothers me,” Scott said without turning.  “I mean, it does bother me but not like you think.  What I mean is—”
 
   “Hush.”  Kurella nudged him forward with a two-fingered push between the shoulder blades toward the lake.  Scott stopped when the water reached his waist and then submerged himself momentarily to wet his entire body.  When he came out Kurella reached beneath his tunic from behind and began rubbing her hands up and down his back.  She giggled after a moment asking, “Why are you trembling?”
 
   “Water’s cold,” he lied.
 
   “I see.”  Kurella finished washing his back and then placed her hands on his hips, pushing forward with her left and pulling with her right to turn him around.  She reached up beneath the front of his tunic and did the same as before.
 
   Scott’s mind raced to find something else to think of besides the attractive woman rubbing her hands all over his body.  He mentally flipped through his catalog of memories to find something – anything – to divert his attention.  He thought of sitting in Mrs. Green’s health class, then changed to the sound of fingernails raking slowly down a chalkboard, and when that failed he tried—wait!  Scott carefully worked the ropes holding his wrists and felt a slip in the knot, then another.  His wrists only separated by an inch and a half, but it was room to move.  With agile fingers, he worked at the knot, tugging, sliding and pulling.  His heart leaped as one hand slipped free.
 
   Scott looked down into the face of Kurella, and oddly, she smiled up at him.  He wondered what he should do, how to get away.  Should he strike her?  Try to knock her out while her back was turned?  That would surely buy him enough time to put some distance between them.
 
   On the other side of the clearing something rustled the bushes and Kurella turned abruptly, listening.  
 
   This is it! he thought.  He hated to think he might later regret the next few seconds, but he knew there was no other choice.  With firm resolve, Scott brought his arms forward from behind his back.
 
   Kurella gasped in surprise at the touch of his large hands upon her shoulders.  She whirled to face him and Scott held his hands up to show he meant her no harm, before slowly dropping them to his sides.  He looked into those gorgeous depths of her dark brown eyes, and slowly, the surprise left her.  “Probably just a mouse,” he said, referring to the sound they had both heard.
 
   Kurella did not respond, though she gently bit her lower lip.  Finally, she offered, “You could have escaped me.”
 
   Scott slowly shook his head as he whispered, “How?”
 
   Their bodies moved closer together in the lake, with only the pale face of a partial moon watching over them.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XV
 
   Steve yawned in spite of himself.  He could not help it.  Shortly after Gouroth’s departure from the general’s quarters he had set out to help bring the search party together that now accompanied him deep within the forested embrace of the Granar.  The hasty gathering of trackers and soldiers, plus the rushed details involved in the plan to find Scott had kept him awake for what might as well have been the entire night.  Now, at midday, his lack of sleep was catching up to him.
 
   Sonya and Haldorum accompanied him on his left and right respectively, and to the old wizard he said, “Talk to me.”
 
   “Talk to you?” Haldorum repeated.
 
   “Yes.  Talk to me about anything; I don’t care what.  Talk about the plan to find Scott.  I’m tired and I need something to focus on to help keep me awake.”
 
   “No one ever said that leading men was altogether easy.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’ll get used to it,” Steve affirmed.
 
   “Yes, I suppose you will at that,” Haldorum agreed.  “Well, there are three parties of one hundred men each – one roughly one league to the east and the other to the west.  If any one of the parties discover something they’ll let us know by scout.  How was that?”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes.  “Riveting.”
 
   “As usual, Haldorum, you have an uncanny love for the concise,” Princess Vessla announced as she rode up.  She guided her mount between the old wizard and Steve, forcing the wizard to the outside.  “I think Steven was looking for something more along the lines of conversation.”  To him she said, “Let us speak of that grand day when you and I shall be wed, hmm?”
 
   “Please, Vessla, not now.  I’m worried for my friend and it’s important we find him above all else.”
 
   “I understand your concern, Steven,” she said, “but there is little to be done until some sign of him is found.  So in the meantime we can discuss matters of the future.  Now, have you anyone you wish to invite.”
 
   Steve sighed.  At times her persistence was cute, at others—like now—annoying.  Reluctantly he offered, “I can’t very well bring my family, but I think Scott would make an excellent best man.”
 
   “Best man?” Vessla remarked curiously.  “The best man for what?”
 
   “Your fiancé is an alien to this world, princess.  The ceremony of marriage is different from what you know,” Haldorum explained.
 
   “Oh, I see,” she replied, clearly not anticipating this wrinkle.  “Well, Father will insist upon a traditional Jisetrian wedding, naturally.”
 
   Steve sighed.  “Naturally.” 
 
   The search proceeded with agonizing slowness, granting little more than a few scant clues to Scott’s fate.  Though his spear was found early in the day, not far from where Haldorum had opened the portal, there was little to go on.  As the hours passed and the sun began its gradual descent to the horizon, Sonya and Steve matched the growing darkness with increasing melancholia, as though a door were closing on their prospects to find their friend.
 
   “I don’t like it,” Vessla was saying to Eegrin.  “I am surprised he doesn’t fall over from exhaustion.”
 
   Eegrin looked ahead to where Steve sat astride Kayliss, riding beside Sonya and Haldorum in the forefront.  He had taken to riding the massive tiger in lieu of his horse earlier on, apparently not caring if it made the other mounts nervous or not.  
 
   “He has much reason to be concerned, Your Highness.  Scott has been his friend for many years.  Would you not feel the same if it were your father, my king, we searched for instead?”
 
   “I suppose you have me there,” Vessla admitted.  “But I do not like how Steven is pushing himself so.  Still,” she said thoughtfully, twirling a fiery curl about her finger, “there is an air of excitement about it all.”
 
   Haldorum raised a hand and the whole search party came to a halt.  “We shall make camp here for the night,” he commanded.  “Set watches to patrol the perimeter and send word to the other groups to make camp as well.  I shall go to each to engage a spell of protection until morning.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Steve demanded.  “The sun hasn’t set yet.”
 
   “I am sorry, Steven, but we have pushed this as far as we can today.  We will lose daylight in less than half a turn and we will need those last rays to make camp.  Besides, you have not slept in two days and look ready to collapse from exhaustion.  There is nothing more we can do until morning.”
 
   Steve opened his mouth to protest but Sonya cut him off.  “He’s right, Steve.”  She looked almost ashamed to admit it.  “I hate to say it, but he’s right.”  She glanced once around and added, “All these men would only be stumbling around in the dark.”
 
   Kayliss groaned at him in assent and Steve finally relented, though cross.  Haldorum only nodded in thanks to Sonya and then rode off to find a center point for his spell.
 
   When he was gone Sonya asked, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes,” Steve replied terse.  “I guess I’m just a little tired, is all.”  Kayliss growled with an almost human-like nod.  “And I don’t need any help from you, thank you,” Steve added with a pat on the big cat’s neck.
 
   Sonya allowed herself a small laugh.  “Come on.  I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”
 
   Steve let his head rest on his forearms, knees drawn up to his chest, while the fire before him hissed and crackled energetically, spitting red-hot members at odd intervals high into the night sky.  He sat within the curve of Kayliss’s lounging form, the big cat resting contentedly before the heat of the flames.  All around him the soldiers camped before their own fires, drinking of the ale rationed them and telling tales of heroics so old and exaggerated few held any element of truth in them anymore.  And although Steve could hear them, their words floated past him like the sound of ocean waves, a white noise heard but unfocused upon.  The only two things he could think about—even in his exhausted state—was the riddle of the prophecy and his missing friend, Scott.  The two subjects jumped back and forth in his mind as though taking turns, never allowing him a moment’s ease.
 
   “You seem awfully withdrawn,” Sonya said as she stepped into the firelight.
 
   “Hmm?” Steve said raising his eyes.  “Oh… just thinking.”
 
   She sat down beside him within the crescent of Kayliss’s massive form.  “You do that a lot.  So what is it about this time?”
 
   “The same things,” he replied with a helpless raise of his brow.  “Always the same things.”
 
   “You know, you’re going to fry a brain cell at this rate.  Maybe you should try getting some rest.  You’re not doing anybody any good staying up with the rest of these night owls.”
 
   “Thanks, but there is a lot I haven’t figured out.  I keep thinking there has to be something I’ve overlooked.  Some important detail I’m just not seeing.”
 
   “And what about Scott?”
 
   Steve sighed.  “All I can do is pray he’s okay.”  He glanced in the general direction of the old wizard, knowing he was out there somewhere, and then back again.  “I can understand why Haldorum is so worried about all of this.  We’ve got to find Scott as soon as possible.”  His tone held a note of barely constrained urgency.
 
   Sonya nodded but did not press him for further details.
 
   “Do you miss home?” Steve asked suddenly.
 
   Sonya hesitated at first, but then shook her head.  “I guess I do a little bit.  But it’s not all that bad.  I mean, I have you here, and we’ll get Scott back, and we have our other friends.  It’s not as though we’re alone.”
 
   “But you do want to go home.”
 
   She smiled and patted his knee.  “I know you’ll do everything you can for Scott and me, and all these people who are counting on you.”
 
   “I’ll get you two home the minute it’s safe,” he promised her.
 
   Sonya nodded.  She climbed to her feet with a yawn and then said, “I think I’ll turn in.  It wouldn’t be such a bad idea for you to do the same.”
 
   “I will in a bit.”
 
   “You better,” Sonya chastised with a playful grin.  “Good night.”
 
   “Good night.”  Steve watched her go as she left the circle of his fire and made her way through the semi-darkness to her bedroll.  He watched her, flirting with ideas he knew could never be.
 
   When at last he looked away he did so with a deep breath of preparation.  Kayliss turned his head in question, sensing his intentions across the link they shared, but Steve kept his concentration on the task at hand.  With steady, rhythmic breaths, he closed his eyes and focused his will.  The crystal shined like a star about his neck as the magic answered him like a forest fire suddenly and instantly brought to life.
 
   Steve breathed, constraining the wildness of his power, channeling it, willing it to pierce the veil of time and show him…the future.
 
   There was the resounding rush of power, like a rising tidal wave, welling up within Steve and guided by his will with practiced effort.  Although he could not hear or see it, the crystal around his neck sang its shard song triumphantly, shining like a pinhole to the sun.  Steve took one last deep breath and, with its slow release, he could feel his soul slipping free of his body with a sound like the steady roll of thunder.  He fought to control the energies of his power even as it tempted that dark part of himself.  At the same time, he suppressed his fear of that terrible consequence and used it to tighten his resolve.  With hands no longer flesh he reached out as the expected sensation of movement took him fully.  Faster and faster he flew, through an endless void of nothingness lacking both color and substance.  He pushed farther into a waiting darkness more whole and complete than even the void itself, but his second sight led him true and he found the path he sought.  Then there was silence, and slowing, and then light.
 
   He stood within an open space within the grounds of the Imperial Palace now, recognizing it from the many paintings decorating the walls of General Corbett’s quarters.  He stood in a courtyard, huge and expansive.  All around him men stood watch with black hoods so long they reached well past their shoulders.  Priests, these men; all armed with long daggers and, aside from their hoods, wore only black loincloths about their waists.  A wide half-circle of them stood before an altar with a skull-topped pole mounted to either side.  Dipped in some flammable resin, the skulls burned blue and tainted the air with an incongruous herbal scent.
 
   Steve started as one of the black hooded figures appeared suddenly before him, walking through his whispery form as easily as air.  With a hand he could not see, Steve wiped his brow in relief.  For a moment he had forgotten he was both invisible and intangible to the physical world around him.
 
   Drums struck the air with a menacing rhythm, beating a steady cadence as six of the dark priests escorted a man with long gray hair and beard, dressed in rags and bound in shackles that chained his wrists and ankles together, toward the stone altar.  His pale skin told of many years kept in darkness and he squinted in the outdoor light even though the sun’s full light remained cloaked behind dark clouds.  He was malnourished, clearly, and despite it all he walked with his head held high toward the burning skulls.  Steve found himself admiring this man who stood so proudly defiant.
 
   Behind the altar, high above the courtyard, a man appeared on the balcony dressed in fine black silk and a full-length cape draped over his left shoulder.  His long hair fell in a single black ponytail reaching to the small of his back.  The prisoner below raised his eyes and met Azinon’s looming gaze.  No sooner did he do so, however, than a priest struck him from behind and sent him to his knees. The bearded captive turned his head and spat defiantly, bringing a rain of blows down upon himself.  The remaining five priests joined the fray and spent a full minute venting their maliciousness upon him.  With barely any fight left in him at all, they dragged him forward and then chained him spread eagle to the altar.
 
   The wind picked up then, ruffling the cape about the dark sorcerer’s shoulders.  “How fitting,” Azinon called down.  “It is within these walls you were born, and now within them you shall die.”
 
   The bearded man ceased his struggles and turned his eyes up toward the man looking down upon him.  A priest raised his fist but Azinon stopped him with a raised two-fingered gesture.  “I may die,” the prisoner shouted, “but it is your death foretold.  Even locked away within the depths of my own dungeons, word has reached me of the Third Power.  And with his rise so shall you fall!”
 
   His words left the young man astonished as understanding dawned.  This dirty, bearded man was the Emperor himself!
 
   “The prophecy?” Azinon asked, almost as if to intone he was hearing of some inconsequential side topic.  “My how desperate you have become; clutching to the ramblings of a madman a thousand years dead, unable to see the inconsistency of your beliefs even as events unfold before your very eyes.  You are the last of an ancient and royal line, old man.”  The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed and he smiled showing teeth.  “One that ends today.”
 
   The last? Steve thought in sudden horror.  But what about his daughter?  What of her?
 
   “When you die the prophecy will be nothing but words.  Without you there is no royal line to ascend the throne, and I will rule all of Mithal.”  The dark priest closest to the altar drew his dagger and poised it high above the Emperor’s heart.
 
   “You cannot change what is destined to be!” the Emperor cried.
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” Azinon coolly replied.
 
   The dagger glinted in the waning light.  The priest raised it a half inch higher and then plunged it downward in a swift strike.
 
   “No!” Steve screamed.  Thunder roared in his ears as his control slipped and his power lashed out wildly.  The emptiness of the void enveloped him without warning and already he could feel the backward rush as he was returned through the fragile fabric of time.  Steve fought to wrest the control back, no longer even knowing why, but his efforts were not enough to rein back the tidal wave unleashed.
 
   Steven Walker appeared in the present with a suddenness that staggered him.  He remained free of the flesh of his body, standing just a few inches above the ground in the middle of the camp, surrounded on all sides by the sleeping forms of a dozen soldiers.  These were but tidbits of information that mattered little in light of the knowledge he now possessed.  The Emperor is going to be executed!  If the Imperial Princess is indeed already gone then his death means an end to the prophecy.  Haldorum needed to hear of this at once!
 
   “I trust you have a good explanation for this?”
 
   Steve whirled in mid-air to find the spirit of Haldorum standing not more than twenty feet away.  The old wizard remained in his same blue robe, his image glowing with an aura of royal blue, and he spoke with the voice of a shade that echoed with every word.
 
   “Well, do not just stand there,” Haldorum pressed, “let us hear it.”
 
   “You never told me you could do this,” Steve blurted in amazement.
 
   “I do not recall the topic ever coming up.  I cannot see the future as you are capable of, but I can leave my body when the mood strikes me.  How do I look, by the way?”
 
   Steve stood perplexed.  “What do you mean?  You look like you always do—except you’re kind of glowing now.”
 
   Haldorum looked disappointed.  “Pity.  As I am sure you have already noticed, a man cannot see his own soul.  I had always thought mine to look a bit more…I don’t know, grand.”  Resigned, he dismissed the idea entirely with a wave of his hand.  “But enough of that.  What I want to know is why you are exercising your magic without consulting me?”
 
   “Haldorum, we’ve got to get back to Shallows Crag immediately,” Steve said suddenly remembering himself.  “I was right.  The Emperor is still alive, chained in the dungeons of the palace, but that is going to change unless we get him out of there at once!”
 
   The whites of the old wizard’s eyes grew larger in the orange light of the fire.  “You saw him?  He was there?”
 
   “No, he is there—right now—but Azinon is going to have him executed very soon.  Haldorum, I can’t see more than a couple of days into the future so we don’t have much time.  Whether the plan is ready or not we’ve got to do it now!”  He slapped the back of his fist into the palm of his other hand as he finished.
 
   “Yes, of course.  You are right.  Get back into your body,” Haldorum said turning, then stopped.  “Oh, and do not be surprised if you find Princess Vessla watching over you.  I will begin the preparations immediately.  We leave within a turn.  Go now, my boy, we have much to do!”
 
   Steve literally flew back to his body but the sadness at giving up the search for his friend so prematurely would have prompted tears if he’d had the ducts to shed them.  It went against everything inside of him to leave, but he knew the fate of this world depended on it.  All he could do was hope Scott could hang in there for just a little while longer.
 
   Steve slowed as he approached his body.  There he lay, his back against Kayliss, and Princess Vessla leaning against him in the circle of his arm.  She slept with her head against his chest and Steve knew his body had to be inhaling the sweet scent of her perfume with every breath.  With only a moment’s hesitation more, he returned to the corporeal form of himself.
 
    
 
   Scott and Kurella lay together beneath the boughs of a maple tree.  The young wolf-girl slept with her arms about him and her head against his chest with a slight smile on her lips.  Scott remained motionless for a while, watching her as he wondered what she dreamed of.  He finally closed his eyes and listened contentedly to the sounds of the forest.  He listened to the sound of the nocturnal fliers as the wind rushed by their wings, and he reveled in the scents brought in on the gentle breeze that hushed through the trees and rolled along the grasses.
 
   Scott’s eyes popped open when he heard the sound of a single twig snap not far off.  He listened for a long time after that, and then he heard it again.  With slow, careful movements, he slipped out of Kurella’s embrace and brought himself silently to his feet.  Probably nothing, he told himself.  He glanced once at Kurella and then decided he would let her sleep rather than bother her with something that might not be anything at all.  If there was any real danger, he could always awaken her with the shout.  Quietly he stole away from her and into the darkness, his eyes skimming the outlines of the underbrush and listened, fully expecting to hear the sound of a startled rodent fleeting through the underbrush away from him.  He stomped once, then again, hoping to scare away whatever he had heard—hoping for confirmation for his paranoid nature more than anything else.  The sudden appearance of a blade at his throat, however, told him this was no rodent.
 
   “What have we here?” a smarmy voice said from behind.  “It seems a young traveler has lost his way.”
 
   Other men appeared from the shadows then, most dressed in natural brown leather armor, a few of the huskier men clad in plate.  It was the symbol of the full blood moon above their breast and the rank insignia upon their shoulders that worried Scott the most.
 
   “Markell,” the man holding the knife said, “go back the way the boy came and see if there are any more.”
 
   Markell, a slender man with a hawkish nose and brown shaggy hair showing from beneath his helmet, nodded once and then disappeared in the direction Scott had come.
 
   “And what would your name be?” the man with the knife asked.
 
   Scott swallowed hard, his adam’s apple briefly touching the edge of the blade.  “Eric,” he lied.  He was not altogether sure why but lying seemed the thing to do just now.  “My name’s Eric.  Wh-who are you?”
 
   “We will ask the questions, thank you,” the man behind Scott hissed, pressing the edge of his blade even closer.  “Tis’ a strange name you have, Eric.”  Scott could feel the course hair of the man’s beard against the back of his neck as he spoke, and he was all too aware of the stink of his breath.  Around him he counted twenty soldiers, with still more appearing and disappearing amid the shadows like spirits.
 
   Markell returned.  He shook his head once saying, “No one else from here to the lake.  Seems he is alone.”  
 
   Scott suppressed his sigh of relief.  His captor, however, gave a short bark of laughter.  “I find that very hard to believe.  What about you, boy?  Alone and unarmed in a forest just crawling with all sorts of bad things.  Why, you must be some kind of magic man.  Is that what you are, boy?”
 
   “No, sir,” Scott replied quickly.
 
   “Then what are you doing out here?  Where are your companions?”
 
   “I have no companions.  I came out here alone to—”
 
   The blade pressed closer still, until a thin trickle of blood formed along its edge.  “Do not lie to me, boy,” the man warned.  “Lies just make me want to carve things up.”
 
   Scott’s breath caught in his throat and suddenly his lungs burned for air.  With concentrated, controlled efforts, he slowly brought himself to breathe in and out.  “It’s not a lie.  I’m alone.  I—I just wanted to prove to myself that I could make it on my own.”
 
   “With no weapons?” the man asked ridiculous.
 
   “I didn’t think I would need them.”
 
   With a laugh, the man removed his knife and shoved Scott away from him.  “You must be the greatest fool to ever walk the Granar.  But a confident fool, I will grant you that.”
 
   “What should we do with him?” Markell asked.  “We certainly cannot let him go.  He knows we’re out here and if the Resistance finds him...”
 
   The man with the beard scratched his chin as he sheathed his knife.  Then, apparently decided, he shrugged indifferently.  “Kill him.  Leave his remains for the scavengers.”
 
   “Wait!” Scott shouted, but Markell’s sword was even now sliding free of its sheath.  “At least give me something to defend myself with!”
 
   The bearded man laughed.  “Right you are, Eric.  Here.”  With a deft flick he tossed a short dagger to the ground.  “Best of luck to you!”
 
   Scott picked up the short weapon from the ground and faced Markell at the ready.  As the leather-clad soldier stalked him, the others formed a circle around the two.  Scott knew he was at an incredible disadvantage—and not just because of his inferior weapon.  He dared not let this man back him against any of his companions lest a similar blade find him from behind.  Aside from that, there was also the small problem of winning; for even if he managed to kill the man before him his comrades were not about to let him walk away from it.  No, this situation was lose-lose, but at least they did not find Kurella.  At least she had gotten away.
 
   With Markell’s lunge steel rang on steel as Scott parried the longer blade aside.  It had been no real accomplishment, he knew.  The lunge was half-hearted and thus easily seen.  Markell was toying with him for the entertainment of his companions.  The man feinted several times as though to attack and Scott jumped back each time, bringing a roar of laughter and cheers for them both.  Scott circled around to give himself more room when the leather-clad soldier pressed him too close his fellows.  He had to keep his measure on the longer blade or it would surely find him, but the distance effectively negated any chance to effectively riposte.  He could only dance around for so long before Markell tired of this game and fought him in earnest.
 
   And that time came all too quickly.  In the near pitch-blackness, the soldier’s blade was barely more than a blur.  Scott’s blade went flying from his hand with a sharp clang and he stumbled and fell.  Markell’s lip curled in a sneer as he patiently advanced.  “Not bad considering your odds, whelp,” he said, “but here it ends.”
 
   Shouts of alarm erupted outside the circle of red-crested soldiers along with a terrible roar.  Weapons appeared from their sheaths as they turned to face the unknown threat.  Something huge flashed by Scott in the darkness, and then that terrible ripping sound amid screams and blood.
 
   Then it was there.  Standing before him like some nightmare come to life.  It stood at least seven feet in height with the hair along its spine bristling like a wire brush.  Blood dripped from a mouthful of teeth and in its two clawed hands it held the head of Markell, his mouth still trying to summon a scream of horror, pain, or both.
 
   “Run!” the beast commanded.
 
   Scott didn’t move, fascinated and terrified by the vision before him.
 
   The monster pitched the man’s head away screaming savagely again, “RUN!”
 
   Scott scrambled from the ground in a frenzy even as the beast turned to meet the oncoming line of redcrest soldiers.  He ran blindly in the dark with his hands shielding his face, the horrific cry of the beast drowning out his footfalls as the battle commenced.  Men screamed as the monster went through them like a scythe through ripe wheat, ripping limbs and tearing great gashes as it went.  Scott still ran, not knowing, or caring which direction he was going, just so long as he put those terrible cries behind him.  He came upon four horses—some of the soldiers’ mounts, no doubt—and he ignored the shouts of another man as he climbed into the saddle and then spurred the horse into a charge.  More soldiers scattered as he galloped through their ranks, and two more gave chase.  Where had they all come from?  Scott cast the thought aside as an arrow whizzed past his head and vanished in the dark.  He lowered his head and kicked his horse harder.
 
   Steve stood nearby when a young runner, dressed in dark hose and tunic, approached Haldorum.  The old wizard just finished opening one of the largest portals Steve had seen yet when the runner, Terin, reached him, heaving in near exhaustion.
 
   “I carried the word of our withdrawal to the scouts,” he said between breaths.
 
   Haldorum nodded.  “Good.  They will be the last to—”
 
   Terin was holding up his hand as he paused to swallow between his breaths.  “Forgive me, sir, but that is not all.  They are reporting the sounds of combat as well.  It is far off but, whatever is going on, it is making a great deal of noise.”
 
   Kayliss!
 
   The great cat bounded out of the dark in answer to the young wizard’s call.  The tiger barely slowed as Steve vaulted to his back, and together as mount and rider they sprinted from the camp.
 
   “Steven, wait!” Haldorum called after him, but Steve did not stop.  “Blast that impetuous boy!”  He whirled on his heel and gave orders to begin the withdrawal.  “Haze!  Lurin!  I need men and horses.  Now!”
 
   Kayliss carried him as surely as any horse, with equal speed and twice the agility.  Steve caught glimpses of the Resistance scouts as he passed them, some of which spurred their mounts to follow, others staying in place, unsure what to do.  Steve did not care either way.  As Kayliss ran, he called upon the crystal and channeled its energies into his voice.  His lungs expanded as he inhaled deeply, and then focused the sound in a cone directly ahead with a powerful shout of his friend’s name.  The force of that sound carried through the forest like a crashing wave, bending smaller trees like a physical force as it went.  
 
   He had to find Scott.
 
   Scott couldn’t believe his ears and his horse reared when the concussive force of the sound hit them like a physical blow.  Startled from the trees, thousands of birds took to the air at once as Scott struggled with the reins to regain control of his mount.  The redcrest horses behind him also reared, some panicking into a bucking frenzy from the thundering cry.  Scott pulled hard and the frustrated equine ceased its rearing in lieu of an agitated prance and shake of its head, but under control once more.  With only another moment’s hesitation, he turned his mount to the west and kicked into a full gallop, in the direction of the cry.  Seconds later it hit them again, less powerful than before, but unmistakable in identity.  Steve was somewhere nearby.
 
   The thudding of the horses’ hooves and the shouting men behind him told Scott at least a few redcrests remained on his tail.  He veered randomly amid the trees as he fled in the ill light, hoping to make a difficult target for any horsed archers who might yet be among them.
 
   Then a horse screamed as claws raked its hide.  The pain both surprised and panicked the animal into a wild, bucking torrent that dislodged its redcrest rider in seconds.  The beast responsible never even slowed down.  Scott risked a glance behind and witnessed a second rider’s dark silhouette go down.  He did not care why, only thanked God for his good fortune.
 
   “Steve!” he cried as his friend came into view.  “Soldiers!” he called out.  “Behind me!”
 
   Kayliss came to a skidding halt and then turned tail back the way he had come even as Scott passed him at breakneck speed.
 
   “More of them!” Steve shouted.  Both from the north and south, mounted redcrests galloped into view in surprising numbers.  “Not good,” Steve muttered nervously.  He knew he could outmaneuver them on the back of Kayliss but he refused to leave his friend exposed.  He glanced over his shoulder to assess the enemy numbers and then Scott’s triumphant shout brought him about again.  Haze was there at the front of a torch-bearing charge of Resistance soldiers, his other hand drawing his sword as he steered his mount with his knees.  Without need for command, the wave of freedom fighters split and the two young men rode safely down the middle of their ranks.
 
   Haldorum struck first at the oncoming line of enemy soldiers, unleashing a blue bolt of energy from the tip of his staff that knocked a black-clad redcrest clear from his saddle and into the rider behind him.  Twice more he lashed out and two more soldiers dropped before the engagement had even begun.  The net effect panicked mounts and confused soldiers who did not expect to face the Resistance, let alone their magus.  Then Haze hit their broken line and cleaved a man’s head clear of his shoulders in passing.  As the two opposing sides met, three redcrests went down under the savage blade of the battle-hardened knight in the first eight seconds.
 
   Kayliss whirled around again in response to Steve’s command, but halted abruptly before he could charge into the ongoing fight when he heard that same mysterious voice in his head.
 
   No!
 
   “Why?” Steve demanded aloud.  “This is what I’m here for.”
 
   There was no answer.  Only silence.  Before Steve could reach out to find that other presence, he saw Haldorum charge out of the midst of the battle toward him.  He reined in beside Steve at nearly the same time Scott reined in from the opposite direction.
 
   “Everyone else has already returned to Shallows Crag,” he said quickly.  “We only have a few minutes to rejoin them.  I do not know why, but Azinon has even more soldiers yet to arrive.  If we do not move now we will soon be overwhelmed.”
 
   “But if we run our guys will be cut down from behind!” Steve countered.
 
   Haldorum turned his mount to face the battle once again.  “Do not be too sure of that.”  The old wizard raised his hands slowly to either side of himself and a resonant surge of power charged the very air around them.  Ahead the earth split asunder in a half dozen places as white worms reared up out of the ground as thick as great oaks.  The creatures unleashed an acrid smell from their enormous mouths, and they attacked with long, diving lunges that carried them surprisingly far with each thrust.
 
   The redcrest soldiers reacted immediately to this new threat with panic.  With ample chaos, the dark-clad warriors retreated from the battle at the calls of, “Regroup!  Regroup!”, while the soldiers of the Resistance charged through them headlong, recognizing the creatures as not just illusion, but a prearranged signal to withdraw.  Another portal appeared as they approached the First and Third Powers and they charged through without stopping.
 
   “What is it?” Steve asked.
 
   Scott peered intently into the dark, searching and listening for any sign of Kurella.  “It’s nothing,” he replied.  “I just thought—”
 
   “Enough time for thinking later,” Haldorum interrupted.  “It will not take them long to realize those beasts are illusions.  Quickly now!  The last of us are nearly through.”
 
   With a nod from Steve, both he and Kayliss vanished into the portal.  Haldorum himself was nearly through when he stopped to see Scott still motionless in the dark.  “Come on, lad!” he urged.
 
   Scott’s eyes danced several times back and forth before he finally relented.  Without another look back, he plunged his horse headlong into the portal, and was gone.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XVI
 
   There was not a single moment to lose.  Haldorum passed through the portal into Shallows Crag and then turned his mount in the direction of General Corbett’s quarters.
 
   Word spread through the chain of command like wildfire.  In the brief span of only a few minutes, the once sleepy camp of freedom fighters came alive with activity.  Orders were shouted, recalls commenced, and soldiers of all ranks moved like the sands on their very lives were counting down.  Only a select few knew exactly the significance of the preparations being made, but all within Shallows Crag knew the situation was dire and immediate.  
 
   Sonya looked about confused over the urgency but did not question they all had little time to accomplish their tasks.  She moved expeditiously from horse to horse, helping to saddle each and seeing to the details of watering and making sure each carried a ration of feed.  As she worked she could not help but ponder what would warrant such a reaction from the leadership.  Then she began to feel a nagging fear kindle inside of her.  All of this had to center around Steve somehow, and because of it he was soon to be in danger.  She still did not know what had become of Scott and the thought of losing Steve as well threatened to break her heart.  Oh, God, she prayed, keep him safe.
 
   Princess Vessla awakened several hours later to the sounds of drawn wagons rumbling across the grounds in front of her quarters.  She rolled to her side in ill temper and saw Eegrin through half-lidded eyes standing at the window, looking down on all the activity below.
 
   “What on earth is happening down there?” Vessla demanded.
 
   “I cannot be certain,” he replied, “but whatever it is, it has them moving as the though death itself were coming for them.”
 
   Princess Vessla sat up and slipped a robe over her nightgown.  “Have you seen Steven among them?”
 
   Eegrin nodded without turning.  “Both Haldorum and he convened in General Corbett’s quarters with seven other high-ranking officers.  After that he left on his own.  As I said, Your Highness, I cannot be certain but I would wager they are expecting a fight.”
 
   “Meet me downstairs,” Princess Vessla said flying from her bed and rushing to her closet.
 
   There came a knock on the door.  Steve did not turn, for he already knew who paid him a visit.  “Come in,” he said.
 
   Scott turned the latch and stepped inside.  He was somewhat surprised when his friend finally turned about to face him.  Instead of the usual khaki breeches and red tunic he now wore polished leather boots, belted dark trousers and white, long-sleeved shirt tucked in at the waist.  Hanging from his belt, the sword Mr. Martin had given him…and golden eagles pinned on either of his shoulders.
 
   Scott’s eyes grew wide.  “They didn’t!”
 
   “They did,” Steve replied without much enthusiasm.  “Steven Walker, barely more than eighteen years old and already a commanding officer in the military.  At least now when I screw up it will be an official one.”
 
   Scott looked about to say more but his friend’s words, dripping with sullen sarcasm, gave him pause.  “Are you okay?” he asked finally.  “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”
 
   Steve motioned to a chair.   “Have a seat.”  Scott did so and he seated himself opposite his friend on the bed.  “They’re getting ready to move out.”
 
   Scott nodded.  “I figured as much.  Hard to miss all the activity going on.  No one seems to know much more than there’s likely to be a battle – only this time it’s major.”
 
   Steve managed a half smile saying, “You don’t know the half of it.”  He fell quiet and the silence hung tense between them both.  Finally, “Scott, I’m going to level with you – but you’ve got to keep it quiet.  And more importantly, I need a favor.”
 
   “You know me,” Scott replied.
 
   “General Corbett commissioned me tonight because there might not be time for it later.  The main force of the Resistance is going to take up position outside of Rajasthan.”
 
   Scott blanched.  “The Imperial city?  There had better be something up Corbett’s sleeve I don’t know about because these people can’t win a straight out fight.  Azinon’s army is five times their size—never mind how much he’d love to catch you out there in the middle of it.”
 
   “That’s just it,” Steve explained, “I’m not going to be out there.”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief.”
 
   “I’m going into the palace.”  Scott looked incredulous, sputtering for his lack of words, and Steve patted the air with both hands.  “Now just be quiet for a minute and let me explain.  Beneath the palace is a maze—catacombs that go around in circles and only certain men of the time knew the way in or out.  General Corbett was the Emperor’s right hand before Azinon came, and he’s probably the only one we have left that still knows the way.”
 
   Scott ran a hand through his hair and nodded his understanding.  “And the rest of the Resistance is going to run interference for you,” he deduced.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But why do you want to get into the palace in the first place?  You said yourself you don’t know enough about your powers to face that sorcerer head on.”
 
   “You’re right,” Steve agreed.  “I don’t want to fight Azinon yet.  But while we were looking for you in the Granar, I had a vision that proved my theory from before.  The Emperor is alive; held in the dungeons.  The problem is he’ll be executed in less than two days.”
 
   Steve watched a slow smile spread across Scott’s face as he seemed to put everything into place.  “Azinon thinks if he kills the last remaining member of the royal family he’ll have stopped the prophecy dead in its tracks.”  He mulled this over a while and then asked, “But what about the Emperor’s daughter?”
 
   “As near as I can tell she’s been missing for the last eighteen years, and has probably been dead since the day she vanished.  If the prophecy is to be believed, I’m destined to restore the bloodline, and that leaves the Emperor as the only candidate I have left to do that with.”
 
   Scott puckered his lips and exhaled at the enormity of it all.  “So you’re going to play a shell game and try to steal His Imperial Majesty right out from under Azinon’s nose.  I like it.  Count me in.”
 
   “No, that’s where I need your favor.”
 
   “Now hold on, Steve.  What do you think I’m doing here?  I came because I want to help you and that is exactly what I’m going to do.  If you think staying behind and out of danger is your big favor, you can forget it.  I am more than capable of taking care of myself.”
 
   Steve shook his head saying, “That isn’t what I want you for.  Scott, the danger involved here is so great that I don’t even want to think about it.  There is a chance we might not make it back–any of us.  If this whole thing turns into a shit sandwich on me, I need you here to look after Sonya.  If you come with us, and we both end up dead, then she’s alone.  Please, Scott, you’ve got to do this—not for me, or for yourself, but for her.”
 
   Scott looked cross and at war with himself.  Steve was well aware his friend knew what he wanted to do; and he knew what he should do; and hated the dichotomy all at the same time.
 
   Finally, he threw up his hands and said the words aloud before he could convince himself to swallow them.  “All right.”
 
   Steve gave a genuine smile of thanks and reached over to clap his friend on the shoulder.  “I knew I could count on you.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, right.  Whatever.”  He pointed a finger accusingly.  “You just make sure you get your ass back here in one piece.  Got it?”
 
   Steve smiled again.  “Got it.”
 
   Scott stood and then turned to go but stopped.   “Do you want Sonya to know anything about this?”
 
   “Just tell her what she needs to know,” he replied.
 
   Scott nodded and crossed the room to the door.  Just as he stepped out Princess Vessla stepped in, followed by a reluctant-looking Eegrin.  
 
   “Forgive our intrusion,” he said.   “Her Highness felt a great urgency to see you.”
 
   Steve nodded in understanding.  “So what is a little intruding among friends?  I’ve been kind of busy lately, but I’m glad you could drop by.”
 
   “Eegrin, wait for me outside,” Princess Vessla said flatly, her tone speaking volumes to her level of vexation.
 
   “As Your Highness commands,” Eegrin replied.  He gave Steve a meaningful look, bowed to his princess, and then turned to go.
 
   “We’ll talk later,” Steve said as his winged friend left.  When he had gone, he said to the princess, “I wouldn’t have expected you to be up quite this early.”
 
   “Do not play coy with me,” she retorted.  “What are you and that doddering old wizard up to now—and do not dare lie to me or I will never forgive you.”
 
   “I wouldn’t lie to you, princess.  But I can’t tell you anything more than what most already know, either.  Tomorrow night were going to hit the imperial palace with an attack from two directions.”
 
   “But why?” Vessla insisted.  “What is it you hope to accomplish?  These people are outnumbered, and I don’t like the idea of you getting yourself into something that might possibly get you killed.”
 
   “It’s why I’m here,” Steve replied.
 
   “To get killed?  I hardly think so!  You were brought here to fulfill a destiny foretold a thousand years ago, not create your own.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes helplessly.  “That isn’t what I meant.”
 
   “Well, you are certainly behaving as though it were.  In case you have forgotten, you and I are betrothed.  A lot of good it would do me for you to die even before we could fulfill a single part of the prophecy.”
 
   Steve’s eyes narrowed at this.  “Nice to know where your priorities lie, princess.”  He then turned and stalked away from her.
 
   “Oh, Steven, I’m sorry!” she said running up behind him.  When he would not face her, she threw her arms around his waist and hugged him tightly.  “Now it is I who do not mean what I say.  That came out all wrong!  Please forgive me.”
 
   Steve ignored her, but she had not yet hit him with her best.  The moment he heard the slight sob escape her lips his resolve crumbled and he cursed himself for his own weakness.  “It’s okay,” he said turning to face her in her embrace.  “I’m not angry with you.”
 
   “I honestly did not mean it that way,” Vessla sniffed.  “I am just so confused and frightened right now.”
 
   “I know, I know, it’s all right.”  He placed his hands on her arms and eased her to a sitting position on the edge of the bed, then kneeled before her.  “Look, I know I haven’t exactly been the most perfect fiancé a woman could hope for, but what I have to do should only take a couple of days.  When it’s all over I’m sure it will earn me at least a little time, and I promise to spend every moment of it with you.”
 
   A single tear had managed to run down Vessla’s cheek.  Steve wiped it away and she smiled.  “That would be nice.”
 
   Steve smiled back and reached up to kiss her forehead but Princess Vessla met his kiss full on the lips.  A full minute passed before their lips parted.  She rose to her feet then, Steve following suit a stunned moment behind her.
 
   “I should go,” Vessla said in a near whisper.
 
   Steve cleared his throat uneasily and nodded.  “Sure.  Right.  Did you—I mean, do you want me to walk you back?”
 
   “That is sweet of you, but Eegrin his waiting for me and I’m sure you have other matters to attend to.  You will spend time with me on your return?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Then hurry back.”  Princess Vessla kissed him again, but briefly, and then left without another word.
 
   Steve could still smell the slightest trace of her perfume on the air.  He told himself again he should be counted lucky to have her; the woman is indeed beautiful—and wily at that.  
 
   But something in the back of his mind still made him nervous about the whole thing.
 
   From where he lay, Kayliss’s head rose up at the sound of footsteps at the door.  The latch turned quietly and in stepped an aged man with a long, flowing beard.  “Are you awake, Steven?” he asked.
 
   The young man sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed to touch the floor.  He had not been sleeping, for he was much too apprehensive and thoughtful for that.  Instead, he laid there, resting his body for a few hours as his thoughts whirled about, one in particular repeatedly coming to the fore.  Of all the things he had learned since coming here, of all the things he had discovered about himself, he still could not find a solution to the plague.  It remained a problem and was beginning to frustrate him to extremes.  Every day he failed to discover the secret, more of the innocent died.
 
   “It is time to leave,” Haldorum said “Our main forces are only a half-day’s ride from the palace, and we need to be inside the walls of the city by mid-morning.”
 
   Steve reached down and stroked Kayliss’s massive head and the great cat growled contentedly, pawing at his hand in play.  “Azinon must really hate you, Haldorum.”
 
   “Yes, he does,” the old wizard agreed.  “Hates me, and fears you.  But aside from the obvious, what makes you say that?”
 
   “The fact you can teleport the bulk of an entire army anytime, anywhere you’ve ever been.”
 
   Haldorum chuckled at this and said, “Yes, I suppose you could say I am a bit of a thorn in that sorcerer’s side.”
 
   Steve stood and crossed the room, donning a green cloak hanging on a hook there.  Drawing the hood over his head he said, “Let’s go.”
 
   Together they left with Kayliss following close behind.  Outside were the familiar faces of Haze, Lurin and General Corbett, and the not-so-familiar faces of the warriors Lojur and Rabal, and the assassin, Kamarine.  Unknown to him though they were, Steve knew each of these newcomers had been handpicked by Haze and, therefore, were more than capable of holding their own.  Lojur and Rabal, half-brothers to one another, shared the same father, an influence easily seen in their rock-solid features and brooding eyes.  Their longswords they carried on their hips, but the mixed plate and chain of their armor was packed and stowed on their horses.  Under the Dark One’s rule, no one but the elite guard could wear such protection within the walls of Rajasthan.  The assassin, Kamarine, smiled from handsome features and a slender, muscular frame.  His dark skin and hair, and green eyes gave him an exotic look every bit as useful in his trade as the ring of daggers belted around his waist or the slender saber on his hip.  Beneath his green cloak, similar to Steve’s own, he wore black leather moccasin boots and matching soft leather jerkin over his black cotton shirt and pants.
 
   “It is an honor to serve the Third Power of Mithal,” Kamarine said with a nod.  “Success to our mission.”
 
   “Success to our mission,” Steve returned.  Looking to Haldorum he said, “Shall we?”
 
   Haldorum climbed into the saddle of his waiting mount and then opened a portal to their destination.  The glowing doorway grew brighter for a moment as Lurin passed through, repeating the effect as, one by one, each disappeared to the other side.
 
   Sonya stood not more than a hundred feet away as she watched them go, her intuition telling her one thing, her mind another.  Despite her instincts, she knew nothing she could say would change her friend’s mind about leaving; after all, a mission of such obvious importance wouldn’t be aborted because of her gut feeling.  No, there was nothing she could do now but try and get some sleep.  A sad smile creased her lips as a single tear crept down her cheek.  She wiped it away with the back of her hand and admonished herself for her selfishness.  How can you even think of sleeping when someone you…
 
   The thought trailed away unfinished as she watched Steve and Haldorum vanish into the spectral depths of the portal.  Standing alone, she remained there for a long time afterward, praying with all of her heart, and hoping God was listening.
 
   They all emerged in a back alley of what was once truly the imperial city of Rajasthan.  But things had changed over the last eighteen years.  Now the air in this once coveted part of the city reeked of rotting garbage and urine, and the shuttered windows on the second story dwellings rarely opened save to add to the spillage below.  No one was about at this early morning hour, the residents of this part of the city likely not to rise for a few hours yet.
 
   “Come on,” Haldorum said without hesitation.
 
   “Where are we going?” Steve asked.
 
   “We are going to find the innkeeper, Thubin, at the Gray Lady.  We will put up there until nightfall.”
 
   Haze frowned at that.  “Are you sure that is altogether wise?” he asked.  “That little man’s loyalties only run as deep as his client’s purse, you know.”
 
   “Not to mention we have several key personnel of the Resistance among us,” Lurin added.  “I am sure Thubin could collect a handsome profit for our skins, if given the chance.”
 
   “You need not worry about our portly little friend,” Haldorum assured them.  “He can be trusted—for as long as we will need him, anyway.”
 
   The discussion resolved, the old wizard led them through a maze of obscure alleys and narrow back streets, little known and even less used by all but the most local of residents, as they avoided the cobbled byways where they were most likely to run into members of Azinon’s elite guard.  The clip-clop of their horses hooves were the most prevalent sounds as they picked their way among the indigent and destitute, many of which claiming only a small section of wall as their home, making their day-to-day living by begging or stealing.  It seemed as though the penniless, living in a city ruled by evil, didn’t stand a chance.  Steve was beginning to understand why Haze and Lurin were so wary of everyone within Rajasthan; in such a place greed and treachery was as commonplace as bread and water, as they were essential to survive.
 
   Much to Steve’s surprise, Haldorum finally led them out of the alleys and onto one of the main cobbled streets.  Directly across the street stood the inn of the Gray Lady.
 
   The old wizard drew up and tied his horse to a nearby post, and all but Steve did likewise.  To Lojur and Rabal the old wizard said, “Remain here with the horses and dissuade any interested citizens from stealing them.”  The two half-brothers only nodded and Haldorum went inside.
 
   Steve dismounted from Kayliss, feeling certain the two grim-looking brothers would have no problem enforcing their edict.  He followed Haldorum into the inn with Kayliss only a step behind.  Old smoke and sour ale hung heavy in the air of a large central room supported by four square oak pillars and dominated by a dozen round wooden tables.  There were but a few windows in this place, small in size and situated in the walls so that the sun never shined directly through them.  The ceiling was high set and lanterns hung from the rafters in twos, most of which presently extinguished, but would burn later in the evening when the crowd returned.  The floor of the inn buckled in a few places and squeaked loudly with passing weight; and tables and chairs lay scattered about in one corner, evidence of a brawl the previous night.
 
   “Nothing like showing a little pride in your establishment,” Steve remarked sardonically.
 
   “Believe me,” Kamarine said as he righted an overturned chair and took a seat.  He then propped his feet up on a nearby table, “I have stayed in worse.”
 
   “I will vouch for that,” Lurin grinned.
 
   Kamarine laughed and nodded his agreement.  “Yes, you can at that!  Remember, woodsman, the time we—”
 
   “Gentleman, we do not have time for anecdotes or sea stories,” General Corbett interrupted.  To Haldorum he said, “See if you can find the innkeeper and secure a few rooms.  And remember, all of you, no names or titles while we are here.  The less we are seen or heard the better.”
 
   The general’s eyes moved to Steve but the young man quickly cut in with, “I know, keep Kayliss in the room and out of sight so he doesn’t draw any attention.”
 
   Satisfied, General Corbett only nodded.  
 
   It appeared as though everything was ready.  All they could do now was wait.
 
   It did not take Haldorum long to strike up the arrangements with the innkeeper, Thubin, his bonhomie personality seemingly at odds with his duplicitous reputation.  Lojur and Rabal led the horses to a stable behind the inn with a convenient second exit that emptied into the back alley.  The bald little innkeeper put them in rooms on the second of his establishment’s three floors—at insistence of the old wizard in case any of them should need a swift exit through the window.  With all these cautious preparations, Steve couldn’t help but start to feel a little paranoid himself.
 
   They split up into three rooms with Steve, Kayliss and Haldorum in one; Haze, Lurin, and Kamarine in the second; and Lojur, Rabal, and General Corbett in the last.  Haldorum suggested they all try to get some rest until sunset, rotating the watch in the tavern below every three hours.
 
   Steve went straight to one of the beds as Haldorum closed the door to their room.  After so much time on his feet, he was beginning to feel the symptoms of exhaustion.  Kayliss took a place beside the bed and Steve let one of his arms drape over the side to rest across the great tiger’s neck.  In a few seconds he was fast asleep.
 
   He woke sometime near midday to the sounds of raucous voices filtering up through the floorboards from the tavern below.  Sunlight streamed in from the window, and along the opposite wall Haldorum sat on his bed cross-legged, back propped against the wall and meditating.  Steve came to his feet and Kayliss rose expectantly, but the young wizard put a finger to his lips and motioned him to stay put.  The tiger growled his displeasure but returned to his place beside the bed.  Steve then wrapped his cloak about his shoulders and left the room, closing the door quietly behind as he went.
 
   He continued down the hall and the closer to the stairway he got the louder the voices became.  He moved down the stairs with a slow steady walk, remembering the advice given about any sudden, tense or unusual movement serving to draw undue attention.  Before he had even reached the last step he spotted Kamarine amidst the crowd of drinkers and brawlers, sitting at a table with his back to the west wall.  To Steve’s left a couple of men were arguing loudly, and looked ready to come to blows, so he gave them a wide berth on the way to the assassin’s table.
 
   Serving wenches moved around Steve as they went from table to table with fresh tankards of ale and other stranger smelling brews, dodging the probing fingers of the drunken men and stepping over those passed out on the floor.
 
   “Come to join the party?” Kamarine asked as Steve seated himself.
 
   “I hear it’s the place to be.”  Two men near their table jumped up suddenly with their mugs in hand and crashed together before wrestling each other to the floor.  Their ale splashed Steve as they went down and the young man wiped a hand down his face saying, “At least the drinks are free.”
 
   Kamarine laughed and handed the youth a bar towel he snatched off the arm of a passing serving wench.  “That happens now and again,” he said.  “We had better get you a drink.”  He gestured with two fingers high in the air and after a moment a woman in her late twenties with long, dark hair and perky breasts appeared at their table.  “Get my friend here whatever he wants.”
 
   She looked to Steve in question and he said, “Water is fine.”
 
   “He means ale!” Kamarine interjected loudly.  “The stuff here is so watered down that it might as well be water.  Now be quick, woman!”
 
   She looked to Steve for a moment longer but scampered off at a trot when Kamarine spanked her bottom.  When she was gone the assassin leaned close, “The idea is to fit in, Commander.  If it is water you want there is a side door across the tavern with a pump just outside.”
 
   The serving maid returned not long after with a mug of ale and Kamarine tossed her a single copper coin in payment.  Again she hesitated; however, she scampered away when Kamarine moved to spank her again.
 
   “A rather unhealthy interest in you,” the assassin pondered aloud as he watched her go.
 
   “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Steve said.
 
   Kamarine shrugged and sipped once from his tankard, though he feigned a larger gulp to blend with the rest of the rowdy drinking crowd.  “Our enemies do not always where the black uniforms of Azinon’s guard.”
 
   “And they are rarely as pretty.”
 
   “That is true,” Kamarine replied with a wry grin and a twinkle in his eye.  “That is very true.”  The assassin then wiped his mouth on the edge of his sleeve and leaned back on two legs of his chair.  “You know,” he said, “you are very fortunate.  You are in a very unique position that could put you well ahead if you play your cards right.”
 
   “Sure,” Steve said with a sardonic nod.  “All I have to do is help the Resistance defeat an army of men and monsters, then survive a battle with a more powerful, more experienced sorcerer.”
 
   “But think of it!” Kamarine said coming forward in his seat abruptly.  “Look what is to be had if you succeed!  All of Mithal will hail you as the greatest hero in the history of the world.  Your victory will be legendary!  Your spoils a beautiful Jisetrian bride, and the Emperor will surely grant you a kingdom to rule as your own.”
 
   Again, Kamarine leaned back in his seat and smiled knowingly.  “Aye, Commander.  You have much to look forward to.”
 
   “I suppose so,” he admitted.  In his heart, however, he knew that outcome was only one of many—and it would be far more difficult to achieve it than the assassin made it sound.  Presently he had yet to fulfill a single prediction laid out by the prophecy, and Steve balled his fist at the thought of his current failure to stop the plague.
 
   “You know what I wanted to do before all this?” Steve asked him.  “I mean, back on Earth – before I came here.”  Without waiting for an answer he said, “I wanted to become an astronaut.  Maybe even the first man to set foot on Mars.”  Steve smiled at the thought of seeing himself actually accomplish something most people stopped dreaming about as children.
 
   Kamarine waved a hand in front of the young man’s starry-eyed face.
 
   “Hello?  Are you still with us?  What is an astro… whatever?”
 
   Steve laughed.  “An astronaut; it’s Greek for star sailor.”  He pointed a finger toward the sky.  “Out there are other planets revolving around the sun.  On Earth we have the technology to travel beyond our world to those places.”
 
   “Whatever for?” Kamarine said outlandishly.
 
   Steve shrugged.  “Lots of reasons.  To know how the solar system came about; whether or not there is other life; maybe even to learn a little bit about ourselves.”  He leaned forward and let his chin fall in the palm of his hand as he contemplated what could have been.  “I had always thought I might just make it someday.  You know, become a great explorer and retire to live in a house on the coast with…”
 
   Kamarine slowly came forward in his seat.  “I see,” he said.  “So now we get to the real heart of the matter.  You have affections for someone other than your betrothed.”
 
   Steve tried to look surprised by the suggestion, but then smiled helplessly when his companion didn’t buy it.
 
   “Is there any way you would believe a lie?” Steve asked.
 
   “Hardly,” the assassin replied.
 
   “All right, fine, yes,” he admitted reluctantly.  Then quickly added, “It isn’t that I don’t like Princess Vessla.  God knows she is a very beautiful woman, but—”
 
   “But,” Kamarine cut in, “she does not hold a candle to other such lovely ladies like…Sonya, perhaps?”
 
   Before Steve could reply a man slammed down on the edge of their table, overturning it as he reeled from the blow of his opponent.  He tried to recover his feet as he went down, but the level of his drunkenness only served to increase the time it took him to fall.  With a heavy thud, he finally came to rest with his back to the floor.  Climbing unsteadily to his feet, the man got up as though nothing were amiss and staggered his way across the room and out the front door of the inn.
 
   Kamarine righted their table with a muttered curse, though Steve was grateful for the distraction.  He deftly changed the subject saying, “What do you make of our chances to actually pull this off?”
 
   Kamarine reseated himself amid a muttered insult questioning the parentage of the oaf’s birth.  “What?  Oh, the mission.”  He shrugged and slumped as though the full weight of their undertaking settled squarely on his shoulders.  “It is hard to say, really.  A turn after the sun sets fifty thousand soldiers are going to start making a whole lot of noise outside the city walls.  Then we will have another five thousand within the walls– our citizen operatives—already stirring up trouble on this side.  I just hope it is enough to take the heat off of us when we move in.”
 
   “You would think our chances better than average,” he added thoughtfully.  “After all, we have Haldorum with us, Azinon is going to have his hands full, and there is you.  I also hear that big kitty of yours is handy in a fight.”  Kamarine then laughed and raised his mug in toast.   “Your guess is as good as mine.  But here is to good luck!”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XVII
 
   Steve watched from the window as the sun dipped below the horizon and cast the horizon in bright shades of orange and red, like a fiery crown against the darkening cityscape.  The time to leave was drawing near and already his heart raced with his growing anxiety.
 
   He inhaled slowly as a midsummer’s evening breeze blew in his face, clearing the air of the effluvium for just a moment and reminding him of home.  Then Haldorum was there, the squeak of the door marking his entrance into the room.
 
   “Everyone is just about ready,” he said.  Gathering the folds of his cloak about himself, he crossed the room and then took a seat on the bed opposite Steve.  He stroked his beard and asked.  “Are you feeling well?  You look a bit like you have just tried my cooking.”
 
   Steve exhaled through his nose at the joke.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  Just thinking is all.”
 
   “About home?”
 
   “Among other things,” Steve acknowledged.  “One of them, the mission.  I really can’t afford to screw this up, Haldorum, and I’m still worried I’m going to fail in this just like every attempt I’ve made at the plague.”
 
   “Oh, come now,” Haldorum chided him.  “You have not failed in anything.  You are practically brand-new at being a wizard.  You cannot expect to jump into the role and know how to do everything.”
 
   “You have a point, but it doesn’t make me feel any better.  Every day that passes that I can’t figure this out, how many hundreds are dying in agony?  How many more become infected?”
 
   “But look at what you have accomplished!” the old wizard challenged him.  “You have brought us this far.  You have discovered the Emperor is still alive, and now you’re about to free him from almost two decades of imprisonment!”  He paused a moment, then smiled and shrugged helplessly, “You can only do so much at one time, Steven.”
 
   The younger wizard did not answer at first, preferring the quiet as he considered.  Finally, he looked up and managed a weak smile. “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Of course I am right!” Haldorum agreed with an overabundance of enthusiasm.  “Now come on.”  He crossed the room with an undaunted stride, but before he could reach the door—
 
   “Wait,” Steve said.  He narrowed his eyes as he focused on the doorknob with an outreaching hand.  “Allow me.”
 
   Haldorum looked dubious.  “Are you sure you—”
 
   The door exploded inward off its hinges as though struck by a bull in full charge.  It flew across the room and then crashed into the opposite wall, cracking down the middle and falling to either side in two pieces.
 
   Steve’s head rose cautiously over the side of the bed he had taken cover behind, his cheeks flushed red with embarrassment.
 
   “Well done,” Haldorum said reassuringly.  “I will call you when the next time a tree is barring my way.”
 
   The nine members of the Resistance spent the next hour making final preparations.  Haze, Lojur, and Rabal, now fully armored in heavy plate, took advantage of what little time remained to sharpen the blades of their longswords to a perfect edge.  Kamarine, with a ring of daggers belted around his waist, a saber across his back, and two more daggers alongside each calf, secured two pouches of throwing stars to either hip and a coil of rope over his shoulder.  General Corbett flexed his fingers inside his leather fighting gloves, a bit stiff from use, and adjusted his belt for ease in drawing his weapon.  Even Kayliss made ready in his own manner, sharpening his claws on the wooden floor.
 
   Steve withdrew the crystal from inside his shirt and let it hang in full view.  Somehow having it out in the open where he could see it helped to calm his nerves.
 
   There was the sound of running footfalls in the hall outside and then Lurin burst in through the doorless entry.  “There is a crowd of several thousand moving fast from the south end of the city,” he said quickly.  “They are headed this way.”
 
   “Then it has begun,” Haldorum nodded.  “Everyone, it is time to go.”
 
   With cloaks drawn tightly about their shoulders they followed the wizard out of the room in single file, and then down the staircase to the tavern below.  Haze then stepped into the lead, shoving men into their seats and tossing drunks clear of the eight who filed in behind him.  One of the would-be brawlers was even so bold as to try to salvage some of his dignity, but one warning hiss from the great tiger appeared to quickly change his mind.
 
   They emerged onto the cobbled street and then sprinted north to beat the fleeing crowd closing fast on them from behind.
 
   “Are those the five thousand trouble makers you were talking about?” Steve asked of the assassin running beside him.
 
   Kamarine glanced over his shoulder as he ran.  “The very same,” he replied.
 
   Maxwell Don raised his hand and lances dropped to the ready position.  Five hundred yards away the first line of Azinon’s defense, thousands of slavering Shangee, closed fast on the first wave of the Resistance army.
 
   Maxwell’s arm dropped like an ax blow.  “Now!” he cried.
 
   A thousand knights spurred their warhorses into a charge and the thunder of their hooves resounded across the moonlighted battlefield.  The inhuman screams of the Shangee reached a fevered pitch as they met the lances of the charging horsemen in a bloody carnage.  Hundreds of the half-breed reptiles died as the knights plowed through them like wheat threshers, then regrouped with practiced expertise to charge back through their mass in the opposite direction.
 
   Maxwell didn’t like it.  This is all too easy, he thought nervously.  What is that sorcerer playing at?
 
   “Can you see him?” Steve shouted amidst the roar of the crowd.  Everywhere was chaos, bodies moving around him like ants upon a hill in a maddened frenzy.  Were it not for Kayliss he was sure the multitudes would have already closed on him from all sides and swept him away with their mass.  Kamarine stayed close by the great cat as well and jostled people aside as he searched for the other members of their party.
 
   “I cannot see a damned thing!” he returned.  “I should have known this would happen!”
 
   “There!” Steve cried pointing.  “Come on!”
 
   In the center of the square, Haldorum stood perched on the back of a huge stone centaur, waving his hands in the air and shouting in a futile effort against the noise of the crowd.
 
   It took a great deal of shoving, and a few muttered curses on Kamarine’s part, but the three managed to push their way through to their companions.
 
   “I feared we had lost you,” General Corbett said to them.
 
   Haldorum hopped down from the back of the centaur to the marble dais, and then once more to land next to the rest of the group.  “Is everybody ready?” he asked.
 
   Lurin turned and asked, “Ready for wha—?”
 
   The eruption of blue light around the party cut him off and all nine dropped through the street to a chorus of startled shouts.  Their freefall ended a moment later with a splashdown in the waist deep water of the drainage tunnel below.  Steve came up sputtering and wiped the water from his face just as the portal closed above and cast them all into pitch darkness.  Another blue light, this time from Haldorum’s staff, pierced the dark and illuminated their surroundings.  
 
   Kayliss regarded Steve from the catwalk built into the side of the tunnel just above the water, completely dry.
 
   “Figures,” Steve said sourly, and just a bit nauseated, as he climbed out of the channel and onto the catwalk himself.
 
   Haze, Lojur and Rabal hauled themselves out as well, not pleased at all their armor had gotten wet.
 
   Kamarine slicked his hair back disgustedly with one hand.  “Haldorum, do you have any idea what kind of slime leaks out of this city?”
 
   General Corbett hopped up dripping wet onto the catwalk right after Lurin.  He shook the water from his hair once and said, “Come now, Lieutenant.  Surely, if I can handle a little dirty work, so can you.”
 
   Steve took a whiff of his sleeve and made a face.  “I’m with Kamarine,” he said turning his nose away.  “I don’t remember sewer swimming being in my job description.”  He reached up and unfastened the clasp about his neck and let the filthy, waterlogged cloak drop at his feet.”
 
   General Corbett only smiled as he took the lead.  “Come on,” he said.  “We still have some ways to go yet.  Let us not forget men are fighting and dying while we dawdle.”
 
   Unfortunately for Steve, no matter how hard he wished it, the stench did not lessen the further they walked.  He took solace, however, in the general’s confidence of their path, which meant less chance of aimless wandering.  The young man dreaded the thought of spending any more time in these stinking tunnels than he had to.
 
   The tunnel curved to the right and then back again to the left, feeling eerily as though they were walking along the coils of some monstrous subterranean snake.  They passed a score of intersecting tunnels and smaller passageways along the way, some of which the general took, others he passed, sometimes jumping intersecting channels, other times wading through shallow catch basins to move into new tunnels entirely.  In fact, the old soldier seemed so sure of their route Steve felt compelled to question him.  
 
   “General Corbett, it’s not that I doubt your memory or anything, but how is it you can still remember the way after almost twenty years?”
 
   A grin creased the General’s lips.  “Because, my boy, when Azinon overran our armies and invaded the palace I had come to believe mistakenly my Emperor was dead.  I took as many people with me as I could and fled along the one route through the catacombs I knew.”  He chuckled sadly.  “It was the only one any of us knew.  You see, it had been meant originally to see the Imperial Princess to safety, but she vanished from the company of her escorts long before even reaching these upper sewer tunnels.”
 
   “And when you got out?”
 
   The General’s shoulders rose and fell.  “We fled to the Granar.  At first, we did little more than struggle to survive, but even then I knew I would one day exact my revenge.  I was well aware I would probably not step foot on the imperial grounds again for many years, so I wrote down everything I could about the layout of the palace.”  He motioned in a gesture meant to encompass the corridor.  “This escape route was the first thing I put to parchment.”
 
   Steve nodded impressed.  Now this is a man who knows how to plan long term.
 
   They moved on as quickly as the wizard’s eerie light and the slippery paths would allow.  After a time, Rabal tapped Lojur on the shoulder and said to him, “I see it, too.”
 
   “See what?” Lurin asked behind them.
 
   “The sewage,” Rabal replied, his voice a deep rumble in his chest.
 
   The woodsman looked down to the river of vile smelling filth.  Even in the ill light, they could all see it was flowing faster than before.  In the deceptive shadows, Steve had missed it until now, but it was gaining speed the farther they walked, and another half an hour’s walking gave the reason.
 
   General Corbett brought them to a halt at the top of a descending set of stone steps, crudely chiseled out of the rock, which disappeared into the enveloping darkness below.  The channel beside them angled downward forty-five degrees and followed the steps out of sight.  The old soldier gazed unmoving, the thousand yard stare he effected told Steve he was lost to some memory long past.
 
   Haldorum moved to stand beside his old friend and then placed a hand on his shoulder briefly.  To Steve that simple gesture seemed to convey understanding and empathy all at once.  Holding his staff aloft, the wizard pressed on, seemingly breaking General Corbett’s trance and reminding him there was a mission to accomplish.
 
   The air around grew chill as they descended into the lower reaches, their breathing now appearing as vaporous clouds in the blue light.  In this place, the darkness seemed to take on a semblance of life all its own, pressing in around them like the cold hand of death, held at bay only by the bright luminescent light of Haldorum’s staff.  A sickly green ooze glazed the walls here, broken only by an occasional stretch of fungus Steve did not even want to guess at.  The stench of the sewer and the sight of the slime made him glad it had been several hours since his last meal.  Just then he noticed the tiny wisp of white light and heard the eerie song of the crystal as it came to life.  Like a silk shadow, he felt the presence of that other being enter his mind.
 
   Who are you? Steve thought.  He cast his concentration inward but could not locate the being, only feel it.
 
   A friend.
 
   The voice was calm but resonated with power; at once awesome and yet familiar.
 
   I am one who knows your past, the voice continued, and cares about your future.  I am here to warn and to guide.  Know this, the crystal you bear is naught to you.  The essence of daemonkind flows through your veins and a part of your very soul.  This is the true wellspring from which your powers come.
 
   Steve listened both confused and shocked by the revelation.  How could it be?  Before the crystal was given to him he had no power at all.  Only with his connection to it could he access the mystical energies that fed his abilities.  Without it he remained as powerless as any other man.
 
   No!  Heed my words.  The crystal reacts to the presence of strong magics, but will do no more.  You are the wellspring, your soul the strength.
 
   Steve felt the presence departing as slowly as it had come.  In desperation he called out with his thoughts.  How do you know this?  Why are you telling me now?
 
   To prepare you.  The great wheels of destiny are turning; the trial of the Third is soon to begin.
 
   And then it was gone, the light of the crystal dying away as the last traces of the presence faded from his mind.
 
   Steve walked on, his body moving robotically but his mind far away.  He played the conversation over again, reviewing every word from a being that could seemingly walk in and out of his head at will.  Was it true? he asked himself.  Could it be all this time the crystal was only reacting to magic he possessed all along?  How was it even possible?  If the crystal was not the source of his power then why had it been given to him at all?  He shook his head at the irony of answers only begetting more questions.
 
   Lurin shifted his quiver as he glanced about the dark tunnel.  “How far down?” he asked of no one in particular.
 
   Haldorum looked up as though he were somehow gazing beyond the stone and earth to the surface above.  After a moment he looked forward again saying, “Around fifteen hundred feet, give or take.”
 
   “I never thought even the gates of hell could be found this far down,” Haze muttered.
 
   The warrior’s remark made Steve smile.  For a while he was beginning to wonder if he were the only nervous one in the bunch.
 
   “Not hell,” General Corbett said as he, at last, walked off the final step.  “But I will wager this place ranks a close second.”
 
   Before them an arched gateway blocked their path, supported on either side by intricately carved stone pillars.  The tunnel beyond the gate, unlike the rough-hewn steps, continued onward as a perfect square passageway ten feet wide and ten feet tall with no visible flaws in its walls, ceiling, or floor.
 
   “At least we have one thing going for us,” Kamarine offered.  He gave a final good riddance glance to the sewer channel that altered its path to the left to become lost around another bend.  “At least we leave that behind.”
 
   There was a heavy rattling of metal, and Haze released the gate with a sour look of displeasure.  “She is rusted tight,” he spat.  “I hate to tax your strength, Haldorum, but you will have to portal us through.”
 
   A wry grin creased Haldorum’s thin lips and he turned to the young wizard saying, “As I recall, you are rather skilled at opening doors.”
 
   “Say no more,” Steve replied hiking up his sleeves.  He stepped to the front of the party and then motioned everyone back.
 
   “It would be wise to get well back,” Haldorum advised them all.
 
   “Oh, real funny, wizard,” Steve replied good-naturedly.  With amazing swiftness, he then turned and applied his will against the gate with the strength of a charging killer whale.  The iron barrier bent in half across three seconds with a spine-chilling, metallic screech, ripping its hinges from the stone pillars.  He then turned his right hand inward to place his palms together and the gate folded in half again from right to left.
 
   Steve strolled up to the arch and admired his work with a self-satisfied smile, running his finger along what was left of one of the mangled hinges.  To Haldorum he commented, “You said something about a tree, right?”
 
   “Show off,” Haldorum snubbed.
 
   The Jalkoras’ bloodlust echoed across the battlefield as a combined scream that chilled the blood.  Soon after, the first of them charged out of the darkness of night, moving through the dead bodies of Shangee with startling speed.  Standing a full seven feet, and some taller still, the creatures waved their four arms through the air as they raced across the land, their deadly sharp pincers snapping at the air in anticipation of battle.
 
   Maxwell Don raised his hand into the air and once again lances dropped to the ready.  The moonlight glinted off the twisted, nightmarish faces of the creatures as they ran, their chitinous, armor-like skin appearing pale blue in the night.
 
   The lieutenant dropped his hand and the full thousand horsemen, augmented by another thousand reserves, charged forward with a sound like rolling thunder.  At first Maxwell Don found himself unable to judge the distance to the Jalkora in the ill light, but when the first sparks flew as the lances of the knights found the hides of the hellbeasts there was no longer any doubt.  One Jalkora went to his death screaming as a lance pierced a weak point in its chest plate, ripping the weapon from the warrior’s hand as it fell, while others beasts hit the ground under the force of the blows only to rise back up as battle hungry as ever.
 
   One knight lost his horse to a screaming monster’s pincer slash and rolled clear as the mount went down.  He came to his feet with sword in hand and raised his shield just in time to fend off a pincer swipe toward his shoulder.  He hacked low with his sword but the fourth arm of the creature blocked the strike with a flash of sparks.  The knight did not see the second Jalkora come at him from behind, however, and lost his head to a horizontal slash.  Elsewhere more warriors fell, their fighting skills proving insufficient against the savagery and brute strength of their multi-limbed foes.
 
   “How is Azinon able to control such monsters?” Maxwell Don hissed.  “Sound the withdrawal!  Send a messenger on horseback to the main body, and tell them to prepare.  We will lure these bastards to the forest and hit them there!”
 
   He turned his eyes back to the battle and shook his head sadly.  “Haldorum,” he mumbled beneath his breath, “I pray you are faring better.”
 
   The only sound in the belly of the catacombs came by way of echoing boot heels on the smooth stone floor of the corridor.  Within this place a single wrong turn among so many twisting and intersecting passages, up one slope or down another, would leave a man lost for hours just to backtrack to a familiar bend in the path.  Steve thought it a miracle anyone could possibly memorize the way out and still know the way through the sewers on top of that!  Although, despite the complexity of this subterranean maze, he had the distinct impression their band was now moving steadily upward.  Surely, the dungeons of the imperial palace could not be far away.
 
   “Be careful of that,” General Corbett said pointing to a spot on the floor, high-stepping a thin wire that entered through one wall and exited the other.
 
   “What is it for?” Rabal asked.
 
   “My guess, a trap,” Lurin replied.  “And probably a nasty one.”
 
   General Corbett nodded.  “My thoughts exactly.”  He shrugged then adding, “But who knows?  I have not laid eyes on it in eighteen years, and it has been there for centuries before that.  It could be it doesn’t work anymore, and the wire would just crumble to dust if you touched it.”
 
   “Tell that to Indiana Jones,” Steve muttered aloud.  The confined spaces and potential booby traps, however, only served to exacerbate the nagging point of fear eating away at him as well.  He could sense Azinon’s presence as Haldorum said he would eventually learn to do, and this new awareness of the sorcerer unsettled him, given their first encounter.
 
   But that was different, he told himself.  Before he had had no idea of the magic he possessed.  Next time will be different.  Somehow, though, that thought didn’t make him feel any less anxious.  Afraid of psyching himself out, he turned his thoughts instead to the mission at hand.
 
   Higher and higher through the catacombs they trekked, following the footsteps of their General who himself did not falter or show the slightest uncertainty of their path.  When they turned the next corner and found a brick wall, however, Steve’s heartbeat pounded in his ears at the sudden dread they had become lost.
 
   General Corbett faced them and lowered his voice barely above a whisper.  “Behind this wall is the lowest of three levels of dungeons.  The Emperor could be on any one of them, so we do not have time to dally.  We get in, we find him, and then Haldorum gets us out.  Understand?”
 
   Everyone nodded.
 
   “Questions?”
 
   None.
 
   Steve followed the example of the others and drew his sword as General Corbett approached the wall.  He then reached left to the sconce situated there and pulled it once to no effect, then again with greater effort until it tilted suddenly forward.  The sound of grinding stone and a vibration in the floor followed as a section of the brick wall before them slowly turned on a vertical axis like a revolving door.  Haldorum put a hand on Steve’s shoulder and held him back as Haze, Lojur, Rabal, Lurin and Kamarine filed rapidly through with weapons drawn.  They met no guards on the other side, however, and the scene they entered explained why.
 
   A single aisle, twenty feet wide, extended the length of this dungeon wing, splitting two rows of rusted iron cages each the size of a small apartment on the left and right.  Within each cage rotted the corpses of those dead of the plague, the bodies stacked as high as a man’s knee.  This horrific display visibly sickened everyone, including Steve; but then his blood went cold with the realization some were still alive.  Most of these crawled blindly amid the masses of decomposing flesh, their eyes already rotted away in their skulls and the skin hanging so loosely on their skeletons it appeared to be melting away.  One such person—a man or woman he could no longer tell—picked at the large open sores covering its body, gibbering in madness with lips pulled taut over decaying teeth.
 
   General Corbett ran into the room as the hidden door in the brick wall slid back into place.  He stopped abruptly, his breath catching in his throat at the unspeakable horror.
 
   “Azinon’s work,” Haldorum said, anger and disgust intermingling in his voice.  “No one else in all of Mithal could be so evil.”
 
   “You do not think the Emperor…?” General Corbett did not finish the sentence.
 
   “No,” Steve replied.
 
   It was not the word, but the tone that told everyone present the young wizard barely controlled the rage inside him—both for himself and the sorcerer.  This is on me, he thought.  Every mother, father, sister, brother, child…every death is on my head because I can’t figure out how to stop it.  A hand touched his shoulder and he turned as though bitten.  
 
   Haldorum was there.  “Are you all right, Steven?”
 
   “Am I all right?” he hissed.  “Do they look all right?”  He pointed first to his left and then to his right.  “Do any of them look all right?  How could I possibly be all right, Haldorum?  I am supposed to save these people—could save them—right here and now—but I’ve no idea how I’m supposed to do it!”
 
   Haldorum kept his voice low.  “You did not kill them.”
 
   “It’s just the same if I had slit their throats with my own hand.  You brought me here to save lives—and look around!” he spat in an angry whisper.  “Who have I saved?”  He threw his arms out and turned around in a gesture meant to encompass the entire realm.  He then stopped suddenly and pointed to one of the cells.  “It certainly wasn’t these people!”
 
   “But I’ve done at least one thing,” he continued.  “I saved Azinon a whole lot of trouble, because he doesn’t have to kill them.  He will just throw his enemies down here and watch them rot—all the while smiling in my face because I – can’t – stop it.”  The young man’s gaze dropped to the floor and he shook his head angrily.  “Some savior.”
 
   No one spoke a word for long moments.  Kayliss alone approached him, his head nudging up against the young man’s leg in affectionate sympathy.  Steve reached down and scratched behind the tiger’s ear.
 
   He nodded.
 
   Everyone then quick-timed to catch up to him, so suddenly did he stride away from them with the look of a thundercloud in his eyes.  Remembering the words of that other presence he said to himself, “The essence of daemonkind flows through your veins.  Let’s just find out what that means.”
 
   General Corbett’s voice was a near-panicked whisper, “Steven, what are you doing?”
 
   “Not dallying, General,” he replied without turning.  He walked straight to the heavy oak door across the way and tried the latch.  It rattled but did not turn.  He sheathed his sword and peered out the barred window to the horizontal passageway stretching out to the left and right.
 
   “Haldorum, if you do not stop him, I will!” Corbett said in a harsh whisper.
 
   The old wizard did not look at him and merely motioned for the man to be still.  “I think I know what he is doing.”
 
   Two guards appeared in the outside passageway far to the left.  Steve ducked below the window of the door and began whistling an old sea chantey that was a favorite of his father’s.  He continued to whistle even as their footsteps drew nearer to his hiding place, and he watched closely the square of light on the floor shining in through the barred window above him.
 
   A shadow appeared.
 
   With a resounding boom, the door flew out of the approach and flattened the guard behind it against the opposite wall.  Steve stepped into the corridor directly in front of the startled second guard who was already drawing his sword.  With the crystal singing in his ears, he held up a hand with fingers splayed apart and the guard went rigid.  The man’s eyes then went wide as he slowly rose into the air, buoyed upward by a crushing force that barely allowed him room to breathe.  The young wizard closed his hand just slightly and the guard let slip his sword to the stone floor with a painful moan.
 
   “You know where the Emperor is held, yes?” Steve asked.
 
   The man’s eyes could not get any wider.  He looked about in stark terror, seemingly oblivious to the question.
 
   “Answer me!”
 
   The shout drew his attention suddenly and his gaze snapped to Steve as though drawn by a black hole.  The pressure increased painfully on his body, and he quickly spit out, “Aaahhgg—the Emperor is dead!  H—He died the very day my lord cast him from the throne.”  The pressure increased.  “Please!  I speak the truth!”
 
   Steve held him there as he considered the man’s words.  Chances were good he was telling what he believed to be the truth, for Azinon had led the entire city to believe their Emperor was long dead.  Why would these guards be any exception?
 
   He dropped his hand and the guard fell in a collapsed heap to the floor.  Kicking the sword away, he then hauled the black-clad man up from the floor by the front of his chain-mail shirt.  He held him there, the guard’s boots dangling a few inches above the floor as he asked, “How many prisoners are down here?”
 
   The guard glanced with fearful eyes to the shining crystal and then back.  “Please,” he pleaded.  “If I say anything…”
 
   “Do I look all that patient to you?” Steve pressed with frightening chill.  “Just imagine what I will do if you don’t say anything.”  The guard’s face blanched and Steve concluded the man could be credited with a vivid imagination.
 
   “There is only one,” he stammered quickly.  “Until today he was kept on the second level—but he was moved.  He is in the palace now.”
 
   “And you know where,” Steve stated more than asked.
 
   The man nodded with the eagerness of the desperate.
 
   Haldorum entered the passageway, glancing briefly to the unconscious guard behind the door in passing.  He then nodded once to the young wizard.
 
   Steve returned the nod but he felt none of the satisfaction.  He held out his free hand and the guard’s discarded sword flew to it hilt first.  Snatching it out of the air, he then smashed the flat of the weapon against the stone wall with magic-infused strength, and broke it nearly to the hilt.  He returned the stump to the guard’s sheath saying, “We wouldn’t want you to look out of place,” – Steve put him down – “would we?”
 
   Steve looked to the two brothers as they next appeared from the cell room.  “Lojur, Rabal, take the lead with our friend here; he is going to show us to the palace.  If he tries anything… kill him.”
 
   The two warriors took their places to either side, and one pace behind, of their prisoner without questioning the word of their young commander.
 
   “I believe it is my turn,” Haldorum said.  He waved his hands over the forms of Lojur and Rabal, their uniforms blurring a moment and then shifted to mimic those of the guard’s own.
 
   “But what about the rest of us?” Kamarine asked.
 
   Haldorum rapped his staff on the floor and the blue light went out like a match stick in a puff of wind.  “I was getting to that.”  He reached into one of the pouches belted around his waist and withdrew seven small vials filled with a liquid that looked like cloudy water.
 
   “Invisibility,” he said, “is much too difficult a spell for me to perform upon so many individually; however, these little darlings will produce the same effect with only one small drawback.  It is a very fragile spell, tenuous in form.  If you move too quickly or abruptly…”
 
   “The spell breaks,” Lurin finished for him, “and we will be visible again.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   Kamarine reached out and plucked a vial from the wizard’s hand.  “No problem.  We just do not kill anybody unless they’re really asking for it.”  He pulled the cork and downed the contents in a single gulp.  For a moment, the assassin’s form appeared to cloud and became less defined, then he faded away entirely.
 
   “Not bad,” they heard him say.  “Not bad at all.”
 
   Haldorum handed out the remaining vials and everyone vanished one at a time.  Steve took two, feeding one to Kayliss and drinking the other himself.
 
   Rabal leaned close to the guard saying, “If I suspect you for even an instant, I will break your neck and peel your face from your skull before you lose consciousness.”  He pressed the point of his dagger up beneath the guard’s hauberk for emphasis.  The guard swallowed once.
 
   Haze and Lurin tied and gagged the other guard with a section of the rope Kamarine brought with him.  It looked very strange, for the assassin had been wearing the rope over his shoulder when he had taken the wizard’s potion: two invisible men tying a man up with an invisible rope.  Once finished, they dragged him into the dungeon and replaced the door in the approach.
 
   With the point of a dagger as incentive, the first guard moved into the lead with Rabal and Lojur only a half a step behind.  He led them out of the extensive lower levels of the dungeon, through a series of spiraling staircases and upward sloping ramps.  A few of the guards they passed along the way glanced in their direction but took no further notice.
 
   “He is taking us to the chamber once used for receiving foreign delegations,” General Corbett whispered.
 
   “Fitting,” Haldorum replied.
 
   They proceeded through a broad central hallway set in rich décor and carpeted in luxurious red.  Ornate stained glass windows above, and master-crafted marble statues to either side, told all who walked this hall the presiding power here was not lacking in good taste.  At the end of the corridor, they stopped before the closed double doors of the reception hall.  Four guards stood watch, two on either side, with expressions that clearly stated visitors were unwelcome.
 
   The burliest of them stepped forward bearing a wicked bearded-blade axe on his hip.  “I think you boys are lost,” he flatly stated.
 
   Rabal pressed his blade.
 
   “I – we have been sent by Lord Azinon to check on the prisoner,” the guard blurted out in return.
 
   “I have received no such word,” the axman replied.  He smiled cruelly then.  “Besides, what does it matter?  He will be dead in the morning.”
 
   Lojur stepped forward into the sneering man’s personal space, stopping only a scant few inches away.  He smiled nastily.  “Our lord wants him tenderized a bit before his execution, but I’m sure he will understand your refusal.  Between you and me, how do you think he will repay this affront?  Kill you outright or let you rot away on the third level of the dungeon?”
 
   The man lost his smile.  Those who particularly displeased Azinon—and they were many—never died a quick death.  If they were not disemboweled or transformed into shangee, they died a much slower, agonizing death on the third level.
 
   “Far be it for me to interfere in our lord’s wishes,” he said with a conciliatory tilt of his head, “but I must know the order came from Lord Azinon.”  He held up two fingers and flexed his wrist forward, sending one of the three remaining men away at a jog.
 
   “And things were going so well,” came Kamarine’s voice.
 
   The guard stopped abruptly as though arrested by his collar and then a red line appeared across his neck.  His hands flew to his throat as his life’s blood poured out between his fingers.  He struggled mightily against his invisible restraint for a few moments more before sinking slowly to the floor with Kamarine’s dark-clad form appearing over him with bloody dagger in hand.
 
   The three remaining men drew their weapons in alarm and rushed to the attack as one, but were surprised yet again as Lojur and Rabal intercepted them halfway.  Kamarine’s bloody dagger sailed from his hand and buried itself between the shoulder blades of the guard who had led them here, his sneak attack against Lojur halted before it could finish.
 
   Haze appeared next behind the black-clad guards with his blade already in motion.  He dropped two men in as many strokes of his longsword.  The third and final guard of the original four lunged clumsily, a novice with the blade, and Lojur parried, throwing the man’s weapon up high only to then reverse himself and split his foe with a savage downward slice.  The guard had time to witness his own insides spilling out before collapsing into the arms of death.
 
   Kamarine hopped one corpse and then quickly retrieved his dagger from their ‘guide’, unceremoniously wiping it on the man’s breeches before returning it to its sheath, while Haze, Lojur and Rabal shoved the chamber doors open.  Steve, Haldorum, Lurin, General Corbett and Kayliss—still invisible themselves—moved swiftly inside without any thought to hide their booted footfalls on the marble floor within.  They rushed to the side of the aged man chained down spread eagle in the center of a high-ceilinged hall.  Pillars lined the perimeter and supported a second tier balcony level that circumnavigated the entire chamber.
 
   General Corbett reached him last but it took only a moment to realize their peril.  “This is not him!” he exclaimed.
 
   Haldorum raised his gaze from the man with a start.  “What?!”
 
   “Company!” Haze shouted.  He and Lojur grabbed the doors to the chamber and pushed, seeing a squad of Azinon’s guard appear at the far end of the corridor in a running formation.  The doors boomed shut and Rabal slammed the heavy bolt into place.
 
   Above them, archers filed out of the adjoining arched approaches and lined the upper tier of the chamber.  They drew back on their powerful bows and lowered their aim into the room below.
 
   Kamarine threw up his hands while shaking his head.  “A damn trap!”
 
   Chilling laughter echoed in the room, reminding Steve of something out of a horror movie come to life.  Azinon appeared then, the archers parting along the right side as he stepped forward with the true Emperor chained and gagged by his side.
 
   “Of course,” the sorcerer said with a smile.  “Did you really think I would suspect nothing?  Oh, I admit at first I was quite taken up in your plan, but then I started thinking.  I prepare to kill the emperor, and a riot appears in the streets at the same time the Resistance shows up on my doorstep.”  He tapped his chin as he feigned deep contemplation.  “It just seemed a little too convenient to be coincidence.”
 
   “Haldorum,” Steve whispered.  A few moments passed and he felt the old wizard’s invisible hand come to rest on his shoulder.  He leaned in close and told the older wizard his plan.
 
   “Although,” Azinon continued, “I had expected to find something more.”  His eyes scanned the room.  “Where are you, Haldorum?  Show yourself or watch these men die before your very eyes.”
 
   “Right hunch.  Wrong wizard,” Steve answered loudly.  He drew his sword and cut the air with a rapid slice, the movement so quick the fragile web of the spell cloaking him in invisibility fell away.  Steve’s heart pounded in his chest but he stood firm as a dozen or more bowmen adjusted their aim to this new target.
 
   Azinon smiled like the cat that just ate the canary.  “The Third Power of Mithal,” he said coolly and in a tone that said he should have known.  “Do not get me wrong, for this is indeed a most pleasant surprise, but I am no fool.”
 
   Steve swallowed his fear, and only through great mental discipline did he keep his growing anxiousness from his face.  For his plan to work the sorcerer had to believe.  “Fool isn’t exactly the word I was thinking of,” he replied with more bravery than he felt.
 
   The smile did not fade from the sorcerer’s face as he slowly shook his head.  “Your attempt to hide your fear from me is noble” – he sneered – “but woefully inadequate.  I can see it in your eyes that I frighten you.  No, a plan this audacious would require that doddering old wizard.  Now where is he?”
 
   Steve extended his arm out to his side and, as he slowly opened his fist, a shimmering blue portal coalesced inches from his fingertips.  The exit appeared simultaneously on the upper balcony twenty feet behind Azinon.  A few of the sorcerer’s closest archers turned suddenly at the abrupt magical display.
 
   “I don’t need him,” Steve said calmly lowering his hand.  “There is little anymore the First Power can do that I cannot.  And so much more I can do that he can’t.”
 
   Azinon looked slowly to the portal over his shoulder, and then back again to the young wizard below him.  Steve could almost see the gears turning in the sorcerer’s mind as he weighed the magical evidence before him.  And then abruptly he reached a decision.
 
   “Kill them all and be done with it,” he said.
 
   “Azinon!”
 
   The sorcerer turned in alarm at the sudden shout behind him, just in time to catch the magically charged end of Haldorum’s staff across his face.  Brilliant azure light flashed on impact, sending Azinon spinning over the rail and blinding those closest with its intensity.  The archers nearest them unleashed their arrows in a sightless, panicked volley that struck a few of their own, killing one instantly and wounding a few others.  Haldorum then grabbed the Emperor by the front of his ragged tunic and vanished in a column of intense blue portal light.
 
   To Steve’s right, Lurin became visible from a small alcove below as he unleashed an arrow that claimed an archer’s heart.  The woodsman was already nocking another as chaos erupted above.  Twelve hundred pounds of tigrine flesh tore into the startled and half blinded ranks of archers on the right side balcony, slashing and ripping through skin and leather armor with primal savagery.
 
   Steve heard the steady booming from the double doors as the guards outside the chamber battered with what sounded like some kind of improvised ram.  This he only noticed in passing; his true focus narrowed in on the fallen man before him.  He knew that had the sorcerer not instinctively summoned his magic at the last moment the fall would have crippled—if not outright killed him.  But he was wounded and disoriented from Haldorum’s strike!  There would never be another chance like this.
 
   The crystal around the young wizard’s neck burst to life like a newborn star and he let the power infuse him.  With inhuman quickness, Steve turned his shoulder and the arrow meant for him sliced the air harmlessly by.  He dived to the side, dodging two more, and rolled to his feet just as General Corbett became visible on the upper left side of the tier and beheaded two redcrest archers in a single horizontal slash of his longsword.  A third man went down before even realizing his two compatriots were dead.
 
   Below, Haze and Rabal threw their shoulders against the doors in an attempt to slow the guards outside.  Lojur was there beside them with a shield in either hand providing cover.  He cursed as an arrow ricocheted off his right-hand shield, then smiled grimly when Kamarine’s dagger found a home in the offending archer’s throat.
 
   Azinon staggered to his feet, clutching one hand to a cheek that bled profusely through his fingers.  He looked up with eyes slowly focusing, and then scowled when he saw the chaos inflicted by General Corbett on one side of the second-tier balcony above and the great cat on the other.
 
   “Look out, General!” Kamarine shouted in warning.
 
   A red blast of energy left the sorcerer’s hand like a screaming meteorite and engulfed General Corbett where he fought.  The leader of the Resistance then dropped to the floor of the balcony bathed in fire.
 
   Steve stared stunned, unable to believe his eyes, and felt his rage swell within him at the sight.  He looked to Azinon with pure hatred in his eyes.  “You bastard!” he cried.  With the crystal singing in his ears, he raised his hand and white-hot shards of electricity lanced out from his fingertips.  The shards merged in the air beyond his hand into a single bolt of lightning and struck Azinon full in the chest to launch him screaming into the far wall a hundred feet away.
 
   Steve stalked forward and raised both hands toward his enemy, hate seething from his eyes as he summoned the elemental power once more.  General Corbett had done well to distract the archers on the left side, and Kayliss even better on the right, but no one marred the ranks of those directly ahead and above the young wizard.  One such archer drew back and loosed, striking Steve in the chest near his heart and knocking him to the marble floor.  Kayliss roared as the young man’s pain registered in his mind and he bowled over another redcrest in fury.  The great tiger sunk his fangs into the screaming man’s temple and snapped his neck with a vicious jerk.
 
   Down below the thudding upon the doors stopped, prompting a confused look from both Haze and Rabal, as the guards had been near to breaking into the melee.  Then the doors flew open under a tremendous blow, hitting and throwing the warriors back with the force of it.  Haze, Lojur and Rabal immediately rolled to their feet with weapons drawn as two Jalkoras stalked screaming into the chamber.
 
   The three backed away with their weapons held defensively before them even as two score guards poured in from the left and right behind the towering creatures.
 
   “Kill them!” Azinon rasped from the far side of the room.  He was on his hands and knees, his face bloodied and the front of his shirt smoking as he tried to summon the strength to stand.  “Kill them all!”
 
   The Jalkoras rushed to the attack with a terrible cry.  Haze, Lojur and Rabal tensed to meet the charge and then vanished in a broad plume of blue light.  A moment later, Kamarine disappeared, and then Kayliss was gone.
 
   Steve lie on his back, tasting blood, the sound of his own weakening heartbeat drumming in his ears.  Pain wracked him as he drew himself up onto his left elbow and managed to focus on the scene around him.  Power answered his call and his sword skittered across the floor to his waiting hand.  Steve’s fingers gripped the hilt of his blade and he slowly, painfully, crawled in the direction of the sorcerer.  One thing was certain: if he had to die, he was not going alone.
 
   And then there was light…
 
   falling…
 
   darkness…
 
   
  
 

Chapter XVIII
 
   “Staring out the window will not bring him back any sooner, Your Highness.”
 
   Princess Vessla, wearing the same blue, close-fitting woven flight suit as her fellow Jisetrian, but highlighted at the cuffs and V-neck with gold filigree, turned toward the sound of Eegrin’s voice.  She smiled, appreciating his effort to comfort her.
 
   “I am just concerned,” she said.  She cast her eyes out across the vast emptiness of the camp, now looking like a ghost town compared to the bustle of activity only twelve hours prior, and sighed deeply.  “Despite what you think, it is not only for Steven I worry,” she explained.  “He said something to me earlier and it has bothered me ever since.”
 
   Eegrin grabbed another chair and turned it around, straddling it with his arms resting on the chair back.  “Perhaps I can help,” he offered.  “What did he say?”
 
   Princess Vessla remained quiet for a moment and then turned in her seat at the window to face him, feeling it could hardly hurt to talk it out.  “Have you ever thought,” she inquired, “that maybe the races have been unwise to remain divided against the Dark One?”
 
   Eegrin exhaled through pursed lips, puffing his cheeks out and looking every bit reluctant to weigh in on matters so high above his station.  “To answer that is to pass judgment upon the decisions of my king, Your Highness.”  He shook his head.  “It is not my place.”
 
   Princess Vessla smiled with a slight tilt of her head.  “Eegrin, your loyalty to my father is commendable, but I know you have a mind of your own.  You have my word whatever you say will not go beyond these walls.  I only ask for your honesty.”
 
   He still looked uncertain, but obliged his Princess cautiously.  “I have…had my doubts, yes.”
 
   Princess Vessla nodded, this knowledge affirming her own thoughts on the matter.  “As have I, but it seems the humans are the only race who wish to form an alliance with any other.”
 
   “They are the only ones actively opposing the Dark One,” Eegrin shrugged.  “Truth be told, given the reticence of the other races to provide aid, it is good fortune the two Powers of Mithal are then also human.”
 
   “Yes,” Princess Vessla agreed.  “But good fortune is not what will save us.  I think perhaps my father has not thought things through entirely.  The humans have been hit as hard as any other by the plague, and yet they are the only ones actively seeking to put an end to the sorcerer widely believed to be the root cause of it.  If they are defeated, Azinon will surely come for us and the other races, and none of us have the aid of a single wizard as powerful as Steven or Haldorum.”
 
   “It does seem the most likely scenario,” Eegrin agreed.  “If the Resistance is defeated the Dark One can pick off the remaining races, subjugating them one at a time, no longer concerned about an enemy that can appear and disappear with the suddenness of a portal.  He could throw the whole of his might against any of the other races without fear of leaving his rear unguarded.”  The young Jisetrian shook his head at that.  “It saddens me to say this but, without the humans, Azinon has the advantage over every remaining race in both troop strength and magic.”
 
   Vessla did not say anything for long minutes, quietly contemplating her own thoughts before the window in silence, sometimes smiling as she crafted her plan.  Seeing that smile, Eegrin’s brow furrowed.
 
   “Your Highness,” he said wary, “I know it is not my place to advise, but in the short time I have served you I have come to know that look very well.”
 
   “Why, whatever do you mean?” she replied with a coy bat of her lashes.  Her practiced look of wide-eyed innocence was an artwork of near perfection.
 
   “If you are thinking about proposing an alliance,” he said, “you might wish to reconsider.”
 
   “Reconsider?”
 
   “Yes.  Think, Your Highness; you may be meddling in the web of destiny itself.  Never mind the near-impossible task of convincing your father to ally himself with the humans but—for the sake of argument—let us say you succeed.  Such an action could very well infringe upon that part of the prophecy that speaks of my friend, your betrothed.”
 
   “Eegrin, I am sure you have no idea what you are talking about,” Princess Vessla replied.  “I am merely thinking of having a little talk with my father about the wisdom of his past decisions.  And if he should somehow happen to be convinced of the mutual benefit such an alliance between humans and avians would entail, well, I would certainly leave all the details of such an arrangement to my fiancé, thereby facilitating the role the Great Wheels of Destiny planned for him all along.”
 
   “And I am sure,” Eegrin added not-so-hypothetically, “you would never think to use your engagement to the Third Power as leverage to influence your father’s decision about said alliance.”
 
   Princess Vessla smiled sweetly, “I cannot say the thought has not crossed my mind.  Oh, do not look at me that way, Eegrin!  My father cannot possibly hope to remain neutral when his future son-in-law is such a prominent figure among the humans.”  When the young soldier did not reply, she looked again out the window, her mind made up to speak to her father at the first opportunity.  It was then she spotted Sonya’s familiar form walking alone in the jousting fields.  The princess’s sharp eyes focused and zoomed in across the distance—another avian trait differentiating Jisetra from humans—and could see it in the young woman’s walk, and in the way she held her head, something deeply troubled her.
 
   “I feel the need for some fresh air,” Vessla said as she opened the window.  “And perhaps a bit of exercise as well.”  With that she stepped back a few paces and then ran forward, diving through the open space.  Vessla spread her wings in the open air as she cleared the frame and caught the morning breeze with the grace of a swan.
 
   Eegrin moved to the window and watched her as she climbed higher into the air.  He smiled when she turned and flew in the direction of the jousting fields.
 
   “Sonya!” Princess Vessla called down.
 
   Sonya raised her eyes to her Jisetrian friend circling high above her and waved.  The princess pulled her wings in close and dived out of the sky, pulling up at the last possible moment, beating the air with her fiery red wings before finally settling down to a gentle landing.
 
   “It must be so wonderful to be able to fly,” Sonya commented with a smile.
 
   Princess Vessla folded her wings neatly across her back.  “It does give one a magnificent sense of freedom,” she agreed.  “But when you have had this kind of freedom all of your life it is easy to take for granted.”
 
   The two of them turned and walked together amongst the scarred grass and clods of earth tossed about by the galloping hooves of war mounts.
 
   “Are you all right?” Vessla finally asked.  “You seem a bit preoccupied.”  Then before Sonya could reply she said, “It is Steven, is it not?”
 
   “I must have a sign on my forehead,” Sonya said ruefully.  “Yes, I am worried about Steve.  It’s not as though that should be so…”  She covered her face with her hands and shook her head exhaustedly.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just so tired—and nearly sick with fear.”
 
   “Are you going to be all right?”
 
   Sonya gave a soft, sad little laugh.  “I’ll be fine.  I’m here, after all, and not out there.”
 
   “You really shouldn’t worry yourself so,” Vessla said touching her on the shoulder.  “Steven is probably the strongest Power our world has ever known.  He will be all right.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   The princess looked down at the grass as they walked and rubbed at the tension in her brow.  “I cannot, really,” she admitted.  “My own talent allows me only to see the past.  I have tried to show this ability to Steven but he still pushes me away.”  The princess afforded a sad little smile.  “I do not think he trusts me yet.”
 
   There was a sound then in Sonya’s ear like the breeze, but whispering almost like speech.  She turned startled but found no one there.
 
   “What is it, Sonya?” Princess Vessla asked.
 
   “I thought I heard…”  She fell silent for a few moments, listening, and then finally shook her head.  “I must be losing my mind.”
 
   “Oh, I doubt that.  You are one of the sanest people I have ever met.  But I must say, you have been running yourself ragged these last few days.”  Vessla suddenly beamed then.  “I know!  What do you say you and I take a couple of the remaining horses and just spend the next few hours riding?”
 
   Sonya was looking in another direction and did not appear to have heard a word the princess had said.
 
   “Hello?  Are you still with me?”
 
   Sonya turned back, suddenly realizing how rude that must have seemed.  “Oh, I’m sorry, what was that?”
 
   “Never mind.  You really should get some rest, you know.”  Princess Vessla then turned and spread her wings.  “Try to get some sleep,” she said taking to the air.
 
   Sonya watched her go and she wished it were only that easy.  She heard the whisper again for a brief instant, a voice like wind rushing through the trees, and this time it left a shadowy imprint that faded almost as quickly as it had come.
 
   She looked around.  Nothing.
 
   For everyone the day passed with drudging slowness.  Even the sun overhead appeared to labor through the heavens.  Only a gentle breeze brought the remaining inhabitants of Shallows Crag any solace, keeping the air fragrant and inhibiting its turning oppressive with the heat.  Despite its trudging, seeming listless passage through the sky, the blazing sphere did finally drop below the western peaks of the Crag and the cool of night fell invitingly upon them all.  It was especially welcome to one young man.  Scott had always loved the night, even as a little boy.  Now, several hours into darkness, it offered him a chance to walk alone and think about anything and everything on his mind.  Turning his thoughts to anything else at all would help to ease the worry he felt for his friend and the rest of the Resistance.  Of late, it seemed as though anxiety was a staple for them all.
 
   “Scott?”
 
   The youth turned at the sound of his name, and there behind him was very last person he ever expected to see within the protective cliffs of the Resistance’s sanctuary.
 
   “Kurella?”
 
   The young wolf-girl ran toward him and Scott met her halfway, catching her full in his embrace and feeling both a mixture of relief and longing for her.  Realizing the danger she put herself in by being here, he quickly pulled back and checked if anyone could see them, but the area designated for the officers’ tents was devoid of nearly all life and provided ample cover.
 
   “How did you get in here?” he asked.
 
   Kurella kissed him and laughed.  “It was easy!  There are so many of your soldiers gone I just—”  She kissed him again, long and passionate.  It was nearly a full minute before their lips parted.  Kurella smiled mischievously then and asked, “How is your back?”
 
   Scott grinned and his eyes sparkled.  “Just promise me you’ll cut your nails.”
 
   Kurella laughed and kissed him yet again.  “I promise, but first you must tell me what is happening?  Usually it would be impossible for me to sneak into this camp.  Where did everyone go?”
 
   “They’ve gone after the Emperor.  Haldorum, Steve—all of them.  In fact, the fighting has probably already started.”
 
   “But why then are you still here?” Kurella asked perplexed.
 
   “Well you can bet it’s not because I want to be.  Steve asked me as a favor to stay behind for our other friend, Sonya.”  He then shrugged.  “He just wants to be sure she doesn’t wind up alone.”
 
   Kurella slightly tilted her head at this.  “The Third Power does not sound too confident about their mission.”
 
   “That does seem to be the general consensus,” Scott lamented.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine, though,” he finished, sounding less than convincing even to himself.
 
   An awkward silence followed in the wake of that statement and then finally, to break the silence, he offered, “So does this mean I’m going to get to introduce you to my parents?”
 
   Kurella smiled slightly, casting him a curious look.  “It is a custom on your world?”
 
   “Well…yeah, you could say that.”
 
   Kurella’s smile faded and she suddenly seemed very sad.
 
   “Hey,” Scott said softly.  He lifted her chin until their eyes met.  “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   She shook her head.  “It is not you.  It is my father.”
 
   “Gouroth?”  Scott remembered their brief conversation about the werewolf clan in the forest, and how the spirit of the wolf ran strong within Gouroth, Kurella’s father and leader of the wolves.
 
   “Yes.  Ever since I came of age, he has worried—quite loudly at times—about my apparent lack of interest in taking a mate.  And now, finally, I have found one and I cannot show him.  No, I cannot even let my father know about you!”
 
   “Why?” Scott asked.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You are a human, and I am a werewolf.  Scott, it is bad enough we want to be together, but if my father were to find out you were my first he would come to take your life himself.  I could not bear it!”
 
   Scott blinked.  “Hold on a second,” he said.  “You mean to tell me that… well… You know, you never…  I was, uh, your first?  I mean your first first?”
 
   “Yes.  Why do you seem so surprised?”
 
   “Well, I just thought that… I mean the way you…”  Scott was making odd gestures with his hands as he spoke but only succeeded in embarrassing himself.  Finally, exasperated, he said, “You said something about your father wanting to kill me?”
 
   Kurella smiled only briefly at his clumsy shift.  “Yes,” she replied.  “My father very much despises the humankind, and you would not stand a chance against his wrath.”
 
   As much as it wounded his pride to admit it, she was right.  An eighteen year-old human with a few weeks of combat training wouldn’t be much of an adversary for a werewolf—especially against the strongest of them all.  The image alone of the man in his altered state sent shivers down the youth’s spine.
 
   “There has to be a way to get around this,” he said dismissing the thought from his mind.  “Kurella, I don’t want to lose you—especially since I’ve only just found you.  There has to be a way to do this.”
 
   The young wolf-girl looked reticent, and somehow fearful, clearly worried to voice her thoughts.   Her eyes met his and she chewed her bottom lip anxiously.  “There is one way,” she admitted hesitantly.
 
   Startled shouts in the distance reached their ears across the quiet camp.  Over the tops of the tents they glimpsed flashes of royal blue light shooting upwards into the night, illuminating the sky like lightning.  Scott knew what kind of portal blazed and dazzled like that, and Haldorum only used it in emergencies.
 
   “Come on!” Scott said taking her hand, and together they ran toward the commotion.
 
   Sonya walked alone in the field and then suddenly gasped, falling to her knees as though stricken.  She reflexively clutched at the left side of her chest as the sharp, stabbing agony overwhelmed the pain center of her brain.  From all around she heard the ringing clash of swords and the terrible cries of inhuman beasts.
 
   And blood!
 
   The blood of the dead pooled on the floor and dripped down the walls from the semi-circular tier above.  Kayliss’s enraged roar echoed in her mind; and a body fell screaming, landing with a sickening thud on the hard marble.  She was breathing through her teeth now, her left hand gripping the grass beneath her but in her mind’s eye all she could see was a room of madness and death.  Sonya pulled her hand away from her chest and stared terrified by the blood smeared across her fingers and palm.  The worlds flashed back and forth and made her head spin.  One moment she was in the field, and the next she was bleeding to death on a hard marble floor, and then back again, switching back and forth like some dream gone mad.  Within herself she felt…something.  It swelled and amassed power like an oceanic tidal wave headed for shore.  The sensation terrified her for the strangeness of it, an alien thing she never—no!  She had felt it before!  But the last time she felt that overwhelming mystical energy flooding through her she had awakened in Steve’s arms.
 
   Then an unusual warmth spread throughout her body from deep inside as though a pulsar radiated from her soul, igniting every nerve ending like electricity—and so powerful!  It filled her with a sense of awe indescribable.
 
   Panicked shouts rose up in the distance and drew her attention.  Splendid flashes of blue light danced like spirits out of control, circling and flaring with brilliant intensity.  From the center of it emerged two figures.  Even from his distance Sonya could make out the tall form of Haldorum in the eerie light, but the second man he supported slumped as though unable to stand.
 
   “Oh no!” she gasped.
 
   Sonya leaped from the ground and ran without finishing her next thought.
 
   “Someone take the Emperor to the medical tent!” Haldorum shouted even as he emerged from the storming, swirling magic.
 
   Two soldiers immediately took the aged man by either arm Haldorum had literally dragged from the wild swirling magic behind him.  The light flashed painfully bright and they turned their heads from it as they led their Emperor away.  Every remaining inhabitant of Shallow’s Crag converged on their location, drawn by the disturbance, and their gathering formed a wide half circle around the strange, violent magic as they waited to lend aid where needed.
 
   “Stay back!” Haldorum shouted.
 
   Scott and Kurella appeared then as the wizard turned to face his supernatural creation with arms outstretched.  At a single word from the great magus, the winds of the world hit them all with fierce intensity, appearing with such suddenness all but the wizard fell back several paces against its gale.
 
   “What is happening?” Kurella shouted.
 
   “I don’t know,” Scott shouted back.  “Something must have gone wrong.”
 
   The tempest of wild magic responded like a defiant beast but bent to Haldorum’s will, glowing with variant shades of blue and becoming an almost solid shaft of light soaring upward into the sky with a frightening shriek.  Tents all around buffeted against the ferocious winds, and were it not for the soldiers, stable boys, squires, and countless others diving on the ropes and bracing the poles they would surely have torn their stakes from the ground and flown away.
 
   The portal’s light intensified and then dimmed slightly, revealing a cloudy picture of another place on the other side.  There, chaos reigned as battle raged; two sides locked in a savage combat.  The view turned and moved like the lens of a telescope searching for a target, and then centered on three warriors.  Haze, Lojur and Rabal faced the inhuman fury of two giant Jalkoras, backed up by a score and more of Azinon’s black-clad guards.  Haldorum made a sudden pulling motion in the air with both hands and the three Resistance warriors flew forth from the portal together as though hurled.  As they touched ground only Haze managed to keep his feet.  The scene shifted again and then Lurin flew forth from the pillar of light, followed next by Kamarine, who somersaulted once in the air to land nimbly just as Kayliss’s massive form leaped out behind him.
 
   “Haze!”  Haldorum shouted.  “You have got to catch him!  He is wounded!”
 
   The burly warrior immediately shed himself of weapons as he moved in front of the shrieking portal with arms held at the ready.  The scene in the shaft of light swept over the entire room in its search until finally finding its mark: the slowly crawling form of a young man, inching his way across the floor, an arrowhead protruding from his back.
 
   Alarm flashed on Scott’s face.  “Steve!” he cried.
 
   In the next instant the young wizard vanished from the scene and flew backward from the pillar of light like a discarded rag doll.  Compensating for the young man’s momentum, Haze took a step back as he caught Steve out of the air and turned to carry him away.
 
   “Behind you!” someone shouted.
 
   The maddened screamed of the Jalkora filled the air as it emerged from the swirling magic and struck Haze in the back, eliciting a shower of sparks off his armor and knocking both the warrior and his charge to the ground.  Steve landed face down, the shaft of the arrow driving completely through as he struck the earth.  Before he could even scream the pain blacked him out and he went still.
 
   Haldorum knew he had to seal the portal before anything else found its way through, but the Jalkora’s unexpected passage disrupted the already wild magic and now would take too much time to close by normal means.  There was only one choice left.
 
   “Get down!” he bellowed, making a broad downward motion with his hands.  Not even seconds after, he changed the energy of his wizardry and moved the entrance of the portal directly over the exit.  The portal flared like a fiery red star and then detonated with such force even the fearsome Jalkora staggered forward under the concussive blast.
 
   Haze’s ears rang, deadening all other sounds as he forced himself to his knees and picked up Steve’s limp form once more.
 
   The Jalkora bellowed with fury and pain.  Hot, green blood flowed from the ear cavities in its head, and its four arms thrashed wildly in the air like deadly wheat scythes.  A soldier sprang to his feet with sword in hand and charged the beast even as its maddened eyes centered on Haze and Steven.  The soldier’s battle cry drew the Jalkora’s attention away, and the monster deflected the falling sword strike with the hard carapace of one of its arms.  A second arm lashed out as it turned and lacerated the brave man’s arm as he dived to the side.
 
   “Die, beast!”
 
   Kurella’s startling transformation had happened in a matter of seconds.  She leaped into the circle of combat with a terrifying roar, smashing her fist into the Jalkora’s breastplate.  The hulking, four-armed beast screamed in agony as its armor cracked under the impact, but Kurella did not stop.  She slipped left and seized one of the pincers at the wrist, ducking under this and wrenching hard as she herself turned.  Green blood sprayed the air as muscles tore and tendons ripped, the shoulder of the beast rotating 360 degrees before the arm suddenly pulled free of its socket with a sickening tear.  The other men and women of the Resistance watched in macabre fascination at the wicked efficiency of the lupine woman.
 
   Just then the Jalkora went wild.  Kurella ducked and dodged on the defensive as the monster pressed in a berserker rage with repeated slashes, pushing the fight closer and closer to Steven’s unconscious form.  Still holding the Jalkora’s severed arm in one hand, Kurella seized it at the bloody shoulder with both hands and used the added reach, and the beast’s own scythe, to crack its skull with a powerful overhead strike.  The Jalkora staggered backward into the clear, and Haldorum—back on his feet—released a powerful azure bolt of energy that hit the creature in its damaged chest plate and blew it into a dozen pieces of charred chitin and smoking chunks of soft tissue.
 
   The First Power of Mithal allowed himself a grim smile that faded the moment he saw the unmoving form of the Third.  He rushed to the young man’s side and reached him simultaneously with Scott.
 
   Haldorum carefully rolled the young wizard to his side.  “By the heavens!” he breathed.  The blood was everywhere, saturating the boy’s shirt front and back and matting the grass with a black sheen under the night sky.  His breathing rasped and still more blood leaked from the corner of his mouth.
 
   Princess Vessla appeared next, sobbing as she tried to press her way through to her fiancé.  “Out of my way!” she screamed through her tears.  Haldorum quickly motioned to two of the nearest soldiers and they moved to intercept her.  The old wizard then turned his attention back to Steve, ignoring the princess’s infuriated cries.
 
   “He’s going to be all right, isn’t he?” Scott asked as two field medics crowded him out.  He watched them for a few seconds and then the words rushed out of him.  “Haldorum, if we could get him to a hospital on Earth—”
 
   “There is no time.”
 
   “—they would probably be able to…”
 
   “I said there is no time, Scott!  I do not know the location, and with the blood he has already lost there would not be enough time to search.  It is better not to waste what little time we have.”  The wizard turned his eyes back to Steven, heavy with worry, and gave a silent prayer.
 
   Scott winced when one of the medics, with the help of two others, gripped the arrow and pulled it through.  Not even a second had elapsed before two others placed ointments and bandages upon the wound.
 
   Steve’s breathing staggered… he gasped… and then sagged limply as all breath left his body.
 
   The whole of the camp went still, listening, stricken beyond words at what could not be.  No one—least of all Haldorum—could believe it.  No one spoke a word as all eyes gazed upon the still form of the young wizard.  He who had come from another world; the one gifted with the healing power; destined to restore the bloodline to the throne, now still and lifeless.
 
   He lie…dead.
 
   Haldorum sank to his knees shaking his head, the grief in his heart etched on his face and weighing like a lead weight on his soul.  How could this be?  He is the Third!  Why could he not save himself? he thought.  It made no sense!  The prophecy—the Great Wheels of Destiny—none of it made any sense!  How could fate allow a young man of such courage to die when it was for others that he lived?  Why?!
 
   In her human form once more, Kurella appeared next to Scott, now naked, her clothing torn from her body with the sudden change but no one seemed to notice in the midst of their collective shock.  Scott turned and embraced her, burying his face deep in her hair.
 
   He held Kurella desperately in his grief and she held him in return with one hand cradling the back of his head.
 
   “I am so sorry, Scott,” she whispered, her voice quaking with grief.  “I am so very sorry.”
 
   Scott raised his head and looked down at his fallen friend.  “It – it doesn’t matter.”  He shook his head.  “It’s over.  This whole thing is over.”
 
   The camp went very still, frozen in a tableau of life in despair of death.  Even the breezes ceased to blow in seeming deference for the passing of the young wizard who came to save them all.
 
   In a plan gone horribly wrong, Haldorum lamented, the Resistance had doomed the world.
 
   At first it was slight, the sound barely more than a whisper, but distinct.  A strange, eerie song like a wind chime made of a thousand shards of glass.  And then light.  Tiny at first, glowing brighter with every passing second; glowing brighter and brighter as she walked forward—drawn to it.  Until…
 
   “What the…” Scott breathed as his eyes caught sight of her.
 
   But she was there.  The crowding soldiers parted as she approached, disbelief etched on every face intermingled with confusion at what stood so plainly before their eyes.  Sonya approached with steady steps, her hands at her sides and a calm expression on her delicate face as she drew nearer to that which called to her.  All about her, an aura of purist gold bathed her form and moved like living fire, rippling with the essence of power.  She stopped before Steve’s lifeless body and then listened, her eyes focused on the blazing crystal hanging around Steve’s neck.
 
   “Sonya, are you—” Scott began, but Haldorum cut him off with a sharp gesture, his eyes never leaving the young woman.
 
   Sonya dropped to her knees and her breathing quickened as the other presence entered her mind.  She listened as it spoke, nodding nervously every so often, quickly, and frightened by her own golden power.  Her arms tensed as she concentrated and summoned the newly awakened magic.  For this, her first test, she would have to commit all of her strength, all of her love, for it was the cold hand of death itself opposing her.
 
   Sonya reached down and took Steve’s lifeless hands in her own.  Immediately, her aura engulfed his lifeless form in golden flames and the crystal’s light around his neck flared white-hot.  Scott lunged when Sonya cried out but, instinctively, Kurella held him back.
 
   “Come on, lad,” Haze whispered.  He gripped the pommel of his sword so tightly the whites of his knuckles stood out.
 
   Endless minutes passed; every man, woman, and child watched with apprehensive expressions, until…
 
   “Look!” someone cried pointing.
 
   A slight twitch.  Then a glimmer of movement.  The young man’s eyes slowly rolled open like the ponderous yawning of a drawbridge, and breath returned to his body with a swelling of his chest.
 
   The other presence then retreated from Sonya’s mind, leaving her with one final instruction.  Nodding once, she lulled Steven into a deep sleep; the light of the crystal fading away as her aura slowly dispersed.
 
   And then, confused and frightened, she lowered her head to his chest…and wept.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XIX
 
   Azinon staggered along the corridor clutching his chest with his right hand, his breath rasping in his throat with every step.
 
   It is not possible!  This cannot be!  The world turned upside down and the sorcerer stumbled to one knee.  Cursing through his pain, he regained his feet and pressed onward.  The marble floor echoed his clumsy footfalls noisily, a mocking reminder of his failure to control and contain the situation in his own house.
 
   This cannot be!
 
   When he reached the heavy oak door banded in wrought iron, he was careful to speak the arcane word of opening in a low voice despite the fact he was alone in the passage.  The door swung aside and he then continued down the staircase beyond.  Here, the stench of evil filled the darkened corridor like cloying incense, and Azinon inhaled its scent as though it were sweet perfume.  The sacrifices his deity demanded gave the sorcerer great pleasure to offer.  And then, when the rites were finished and the hearts of his victims lay unbeating on the altar, he would then sacrifice the Shangee who brought the victims into this unholy place.  None but he ever emerged from the sanctum alive.
 
   The sorcerer went to the brass-hinged doors at the end of the staircase and muttered another word of the arcane language of the necromancer.  So many centuries had passed since the last of their kind walked the world, and now their knowledge and art was his to command.  The doors swung aside and Azinon slowly, painfully, entered the chamber.  The odor of his own charred flesh reached his nostrils and his lips curled into a snarl.  Gradually, he made his way across the dimly lighted chamber, and dropped to his knees before the altar with a groan.  With an unsteady hand, he touched the ancient symbol at the base of the altar and felt a tremble in the air throughout the room as a dark presence answered the summons.  A draft blew in from somewhere unseen; and rather than go out, the candle flames emitted a sibilant whisper and grew more intense, changing from soft white to an angry crimson.
 
   “You fought this night,” came a growling, resonant voice.
 
   Azinon knew the sound of it; recognized exactly who and what it was – better even than his own.  The beast called Namanughan, a devil of the highest order, second only to the Prince of Darkness himself.  “I have, lord,” Azinon replied.  His jaw tightened as he tried to put the pain of his injuries out his mind.
 
   “You fared poorly.”
 
   The sorcerer’s brow furrowed, his jaw tightening with shame and anger.  “But the Emperor is with them now, and all will proceed as I have planned.  Soon all of Mithal will bow down to me, and to you I will offer up the hearts of the First and Third powers as sacrifice.”
 
   “Perhaps.”  It was an ominous reply.
 
   That single word bothered the sorcerer more so than any rebuke.  It lingered on his mind and left him feeling confused to be so doubted.  “It will be as I have said,” he insisted.  “In five days the Resistance will be no more!”
 
   Several moments passed, and then finally, “I felt the pull of your soul this night, Azinon.  Are you so eager to join the Morning Star in the kingdom of fire?”
 
   “I was caught unawares,” the sorcerer confessed ashamed.  “It will not happen again.”
 
   “See it does not,” Namanughan growled menacingly.  “Your success, or failure, will determine your eternity.”
 
   The looming oppression of evil slowly lifted as the devil departed the chamber.  The candles returned to their natural glow and Azinon was left alone before the altar of his deity.
 
   The sorcerer raised his head, his expression like that of a thundercloud, his eyes like ice.  Heedless of the pain, he lashed out, sweeping aside the ritual bowls and the hearts they contained to a clattering, meat-sloshing mess on the floor.  He balled his hands into fists then and closed his eyes as he breathed, resuming some measure of his previous forbearance he expected of himself as the future emperor over all Mithal.  He opened his eyes slowly then, his anger seething but in control.
 
   “There will be a reckoning.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XX
 
   “Anything yet?”
 
   “Not since this morning.  He started to mumble a few things but quit before you could be sent for.”
 
   “And it seems as though my luck is still holding out.”
 
   “Relax, Haldorum, he’s doing fine.  I don’t see why you’re stressing yourself out so much.  The worst of it is over.  Sonya saw to that.”
 
   “Scott, this is hardly an everyday occurrence.  He came back from the dead.  I only wish to make sure there are no complications; so please, make sure I am notified if there are…  Did you see that?”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “He moved.  I saw him move.”
 
   “He’s been doing that since yesterday.  What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Since yesterday?  And I was not told?”
 
   “His muscles are twitching, for crying out loud!  Everybody does that in their sleep.”
 
   “Look at his face, Scott.  I think he can hear us.  Steven?  Steven, are you listening?  Can you hea…
 
   “What?!  Oh, it’s you two.”
 
   “Sorry, Lurin.  We didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   “That’s all right, Scott.  I must have dozed off.  Do you know the hour?”
 
   “Don’t ask me; I’m lost without a trusty Timex on my wrist.  I’m sure Kurella knows.”
 
   “It is nearly a half turn past midnight.”
 
   “See?  She probably keeps better time than Big Ben.”
 
   “Big Ben?”
 
   “Yeah.  Famous clock tower on my world; in a country called Eng…
 
   The young wizard stirred slightly as he roused into wakefulness.  The great tiger by the bedside raised his head, stirred by the confused, jumbled thoughts coming from the young wizard.  Steve opened his eyes ever so slightly and his pupils contracted in an attempt to focus on his surroundings.  “Where—” he said, but then stopped as his voice croaked from lack of use.  He forced his eyes to stay open and he swallowed several times to moisten his throat.  That task done, he maneuvered himself onto his elbows—taking more effort than he liked—and assessed his situation.  All of his clothes were gone—not a bad thing as he recalled his swim in the sewers—and sometime while he was unconscious someone had bathed him.
 
   “Hey!  You’re awake!” Scott exulted as he stepped in from the outdoors with a bucket of steaming water.  Turning his head, he shouted out the door, “Hey!  You!  Yeah, you.  Find Haldorum and tell him the Third Power is awake.”  Holding the bucket in his left hand, he closed the door, crossed the room and then took a seat in the chair beside Kayliss.
 
   “How long?” Steve managed to say, frowning at the sound of his voice.
 
   “What?  Asleep?” Scott asked.  “Nearly two days now.”
 
   Steve’s eyes widened.
 
   “Don’t look so surprised, Steve.  I mean, come on, whatever Sonya did, it wasn’t easy on either one of you.”  Steve gave him a perplexed look.  “You don’t remember what happened, do you?”
 
   Steve looked down as he recalled the events of two nights past.  “I remember being in the palace.  I remember the fight… and General Corbett was killed.”  The young wizard’s eyes reflected sadness at that painful memory, and then they changed as he remembered his anger.  “I remember Azinon…and then…”
 
   “That’s pretty much how Haldorum described things,” Scott said nodding.  “Do you remember anything after that?”
 
   “Just bits and pieces.  Look, spare me the reboot and tell me what happened.”
 
   “You were shot.”
 
   “What?!  Where?”
 
   “Here.”  Scott placed two fingers near his own heart.  “But not before you really rocked Azinon’s world.  Then one of the archers got you when you weren’t looking.”
 
   “But I’m not hurt,” Steve said touching the skin on his chest.
 
   Scott nodded.  “Thanks to Sonya.”  He looked down then and his brow furrowed.  “There’s something else, Steve.  Nobody understands it—least of all me—but…”
 
   Steve waited several heartbeats.  “But what?” he finally asked.  He sat up in the bed and gathered the covers about his waist.  “Tell me.”
 
   Scott opened mouth to speak several times, clearly trying to find the right words, but failed each time.  Finally, he sighed and opted for directness.  “Haldorum is still trying to figure out how it’s possible,” he said, “but it seems Sonya is actually the Third Power of Mithal.  Not you.”
 
   Steve frowned, his face etched with concern and confusion at the same time.  “Are you yanking my chain here?  Because, if so, I’m not in the mood.”
 
   “At first I didn’t know what to believe, Steve.  But if you think about it, it does make some kind of sense.  The prophecy doesn’t say anything about the Third Power being a man or a woman—besides, I know what I saw.”  His eyes lit up with the amazement as he recalled the memory.  “You didn’t see her, Steve!  When she walked up she had this light all over her, and when she touched you, well…” He shrugged helplessly and gestured at Steve’s chest.  “She flat out healed you, bro.”
 
   The front door burst open and banged loudly against the wall.  Scott smiled as the blue-robed wizard swept in and practically sprinted across the room to come to a kneeling slide by Steve’s bedside.
 
   “Well, if he wasn’t awake before,” Scott quipped.
 
   Haldorum ignored him, asking instead of Steve, “Are you all right, my boy?”
 
   “Sure,” Steve shrugged.  “I feel fine.  A little tired, but I feel fine.”
 
   “No strange feelings of sickness then?  Nightmares perhaps?”
 
   “No, just tired is all.”
 
   Scott folded his arms across his chest where he sat.  “I told you all that worrying was for nothing.”  Haldorum flashed him a sour look, and Scott rolled his eyes.
 
   “So is it true?” Steve asked the wizard.  “Sonya healed me?”
 
   Haldorum smiled showing teeth.  “She did.  She did, indeed!  The complexity of the prophecy continues to astound me but, I must say, this whole turn of events has had the entire camp buzzing like a hornets nest for the past two days.”  He stood and straightened his robe, then began pacing like a nervous youth.  “It is really all a stroke of good fortune,” he said.  “All this time we thought we had found the Power we were looking for, when in actuality fate brought us two!”
 
   “Look, I get why you’re excited,” Steve said trying to exude calm in the face of Haldorum’s growing exuberance.  “After all, the Resistance now has three wizards on its side—but this goes against the prophecy.”  He could not believe he was now in the position of defending the long dead seer he had disparaged so many times before.
 
   “The prophecy states the Third Power will come from another world, and she does qualify on that count,” Haldorum pointed out.
 
   “And the rest?  The Third Power is also supposed to ‘marry unto a royal house possessed of magic’.  Princess Vessla is the only one of royal blood with any magic at all, and I think I’ve been friends with Sonya long enough to know she doesn’t bat for the other team.”
 
   “Did I hear someone speak my name?”
 
   All heads turned just as the winged Jisetrian princess stepped through the open door dressed modestly in a blue, silk dress and carrying a bowl of warm water with towel and washcloth draped over one arm.
 
   Returning his attention to Steve, Haldorum cleared his throat uneasily and shrugged.  “Yes, well, that is something I haven’t quite figured out yet.  The prophecy is a translated text from a long dead language and, as such, has been known to be vague; men have been trying to decipher its exact meaning for hundreds of years.”
 
   “True enough,” Princess Vessla agreed.  “My dear librarian, Duncan, has been at it for most of his life, and he still knows little more than do any of us here.”
 
   Steve placed a cautious hand on the covers about his waist as Princess Vessla stepped over Kayliss and took a seat on the bed.  Without a word, she dropped the towel and washcloth in his lap with a winsome little smile.  Steve averted his eyes and nervously asked of the wizard, “What about the plague?  Can she cure it?”
 
   “That question brings us to yet another mystery,” Haldorum replied.  “Whatever Sonya did to bring you back, she did it with the help of your crystal.  As she described it, the pendant spoke to her.”
 
   Steve nodded, remembering the several occasions that strange voice had spoken to him, and he wondered, not for the first time, if the crystal was a key to the prophecy.
 
   “I’ve heard it too,” he admitted.
 
   Everyone in the room turned in surprise; that is, all save for Haldorum.
 
   “It doesn’t stay for very long,” he explained.  “But when it comes the crystal glows as though I were making it happen – and don’t give me that look, Haldorum!  It’s not like I was lying about it.”
 
   “Withholding information could be construed as the same thing.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Steve said with a raised brow.  “Like the real reason we walked through the Granar to find the Resistance instead of just portalling in?  You could have brought us directly here, but you stalled and took us through the forest until the patrol found us.”
 
   The older wizard’s expression softened, then turned apologetic.  “I only—”
 
   “Withheld information,” Steve finished for him.
 
   Haldorum cracked a helpless smile.  “It seems I am a hypocrite.  I am sorry.  I had only thought then to help the prophecy along by allowing you and the princess a little time to get to know one another.”
 
   Princess Vessla’s expression turned affectionate at that, and a mewling sound of grateful sympathy escaped her lips.  “Why, you dear man, that is about the sweetest thing I have ever heard.”  She patted Steve on the knee.  “Listen to him, beloved, his heart is in the right place.”
 
   Steve smiled politely at this but his thoughts strayed elsewhere.  If Haldorum was right about Sonya, if she truly was the Third Power, then everything that had happened thus far was wrong.  She should have been commissioned by the Resistance, and she should have been the one to go with the party to Rajasthan to bring back the Emperor.  Had it been done right, he thought despairingly, General Corbett might still be alive.
 
   Princess Vessla noted the concern on his face.  “Are you all right, beloved?”
 
   “Hmm?  Yes.  I’m fine.”  Even as he spoke, however, he realized yet another repercussion of their discovery of the true Third.  If the old wizard was right, then the fulfillment of the prophecy did not hinge upon his marriage to the princess after all.  He cared for Vessla, surely, but he did not love her, and Sonya’s emergence meant he was now free to do as he wished.
 
   Turning to Haldorum, he said, “Look, whatever has already happened doesn’t matter.  We can’t change the past, so there’s no point in worrying about it now.  You said Sonya needs the crystal’s help, so when do we try it?”
 
   Haldorum blinked.  “Uh, as soon as you feel strong enough.”
 
   “Then I’m ready.”
 
   The old wizard nodded and then turned to leave.
 
   “Haldorum,” Steve called just as he reached the door.  “The Emperor.  I mean, he is all right, isn’t he?”
 
   Haldorum smiled kindly.  “He is doing well, Steven.”  Steve visibly relaxed but his lingering doubt remained.  “Try not to dwell on the General’s death,” he said.  “There was nothing you could do.  He was a good friend of mine, and I know he died the way he would have wanted it: fighting for us all.”
 
   Steve wasn’t sure why but, for some reason, he did feel just a little bit better knowing that.  “Thanks,” he said.
 
   The wizard nodded once more then departed, closing the door behind.
 
   “He really is a dear man,” Vessla said taking the washcloth from Steve’s lap.  With her free hand she pulled the steaming bowl of water closer, and dipped the washcloth in.  “Would you excuse us, Scott?” she asked without looking at him.
 
   “Oh.  Sure.”  Scott walked across the room to the door.
 
   Steve, who hadn’t really been paying attention, suddenly snatched at the covers as  Vessla attempted to pull them down.  “What are you doing?” he demanded in surprise.
 
   “Oh, come now, beloved,” she chided him.  “It is not anything I have not seen before.”
 
   “Not mine, you haven’t,” he said drawing the covers up into a bundle about his waist.
 
   “I beg to differ,” she replied with a winsome tilt of her head, “it is yours I am speaking of.  Or do you suppose you bathed yourself while you were recovering?”
 
   Steve blinked, now knowing what to say, and then flushed red from cheeks to toes.
 
   Sonya passed the time in her quarters in fearful apprehension.  She fretted over the unfairness of it all—for indeed she never once envied her friend for his supernatural abilities, and certainly never wanted any of her own.  But now things were different.  Very, very different.  And the prophecy had shocked them all with this unexpected turn.  
 
   For crying out loud, how am I supposed to save the world? she thought, pacing with nervous energy.  She knew nothing of magic and monsters except for what she had read in fairy tales.  Now suddenly she had an entire world looking to her to be the Mother Teresa of all Mithal.  And what if she failed?  She quailed at the irrational thought that healing Steve was possibly just a onetime occurrence.  The very idea frightened her—and yet appealed at the same time.  After all, the prophecy had fooled them all once already.  If she could not repeat the feat then it would mean Steve really was to be their savior—or perhaps that otherworldly voice had just used her, and the real Third was still out there somewhere.
 
   “Why did this have to happen to me?” Sonya asked aloud.  She wanted nothing more than to think about something—anything—else.  At least block out all thoughts of magic and monsters and prophecies; but the approaching time of her trial made this impossible, and made her nervous all the more.
 
   Still, though, she wondered.  Aside from Steve’s great strength, she had not seen firsthand the incredible things he could do.  She had heard, certainly; and, despite the anxiety of her task, she could not help but wonder what other abilities she might have yet to discover within herself.  Sonya shook her head and chopped her hand vertically through the air once to physically center her focus.  Regardless of what else she might be capable of, the Third was first and foremost a healer, and in light of what happened she owed it to them all to try.
 
   There came a knock on the tent pole outside and Sonya turned about apprehensive.  “Come in,” she said.
 
   Haldorum pushed aside the flap and stepped inside with his staff held like a walking stick in his right hand.  “Are you ready, my dear?” he asked.
 
   Sonya was wringing her hands, her nervousness suddenly increased tenfold.  “Yes.  Yes, I think so.”
 
   The old wizard canted his head.  “Are you sure?  To say you looked a little tense would be a dramatic understatement, I think.”
 
   “Butterflies, I guess,” she offered with a weak smile.
 
   Haldorum nodded.  “Very well, then.  We should go now; the sun is nearly down and everyone is waiting.”
 
   Sonya took a step toward the door and then stopped.  “Oh, Haldorum!  What am I supposed to do?” she blurted suddenly.  “What if I can’t do it again?  I don’t even know how I did it the first time.”  She turned and seated herself heavily upon her bed.  Resting her elbows on her thighs, she let her head fall into her hands.
 
   “There there, my dear,” the old wizard said as he seated himself beside her.  “I know it is difficult, but try not to worry so.  If you are truly the Third then you will do what you must, when you must.”
 
   She raised her head and looked him in the eye.  “And if I’m not?”
 
   “Then life here will go on as it always has.”
 
   “That isn’t very reassuring.”
 
   The old wizard smiled warmly, but even that small gesture seemed to fill some of the void Sonya had felt creep up inside of her.  “You will be fine,” he assured her.
 
   Sonya now knew why Steve valued this aged man’s company above all else.  Beneath his sly twinkling eyes was a wisdom and warmth that went beyond telling.
 
   With a deep breath, Sonya gathered her resolve and stood, shaking out her hands as though that act could slough off her trepidation with it.  “Okay, let’s do this.”
 
   Maxwell Don stood with his back to the hushed silence of tens of thousands.  Though not a single word broke that quiet, the presence of so many was almost a palpable thing and their apprehension hung like bitter incense in the air.  To reach this farthest end of Shallows Crag, where be found the only access to the subterranean caves, where those plagued were sent to live their last days in isolation, it had to have taken those on foot the better part of two hours to walk.  A hundred yards away the rocky, uneven cliffs of the Crag stood like dark, looming giants above a gaping cavernous mouth in the cliff face that served as the door to the home of the dying, but mostly the dead.  Fifty yards from the entrance stood four archers, each with a quiver brimming with arrows and orders to shoot immediately any that ventured out in their madness.
 
   Everyone lived in fear of the plague.  Every evening Maxwell Don routinely checked himself for signs of the black sickness.  So far, he was among the lucky.  As of yet his number had not been drawn, though the lieutenant knew he was still alive only by the divine grace of God.  Everyone on Mithal lived with the knowledge that at any moment their fate could change.  In his own mind, Maxwell believed firmly it was far better to die in combat and, tensing his jaw, he vowed it would be no other way.
 
   Twenty feet away to his right the proud form of his Imperial Majesty stood resolutely in the face of the setting sun.  The wear of eighteen years imprisonment had thinned his frame but, otherwise, the once supreme ruler of Mithal looked the same as ever he had, dressed once more in the colors of the empire, black and gold.  The dark flowing cape about his shoulders, and sharp intensity of his eyes brought to mind the image of a hawk hiding within the man; commanding, sharp-eyed and fierce.  Nearly two decades in a cell had not broken him, as Azinon had hoped, but rather made him stronger.  Maxwell Don looked on in awe of the man.  The lieutenant’s eyes then danced briefly to the young wizard, Steve, standing by His Majesty’s side, and in that brief moment he thought how strangely similar the two of them seemed, standing there side-by-side, both gazing ahead at the peaks with such intensity as to seem looking beyond.  One could only guess what they were thinking.
 
   Or perhaps you are trying to understand the inexplicable, he thought reproachfully of himself.  Better to stick to the things you know best.
 
   A low, excited murmur spread through the thousands like an expanding wave as the air before his Imperial Majesty shimmered and then split with dazzling blue brilliance.  A moment later Sonya and Haldorum stepped from the portal.  The silence that followed stilled the breeze and—if possible—dwarfed the quiet of before, seeming so complete as to swallow even the rustle of the grass underfoot.  Finally, but not before a deep breath to steel her nerves, Sonya stepped beside her friend and slipped her hand into Steve’s own—a gesture that knitted the brow of Princess Vessla from where she stood behind and to the left of the couple.
 
   Kayliss lay in the grass with his head up attentively beside the standing forms of Lurin, Haze and Kamarine.  The great cat chuffed once at the play of mixed emotions emanating from Steve, and a low, throaty growl rumbled past his lips.
 
   “I guess you found one,” Steve said to Haldorum.  His tone was somber, apparently focused on the test ahead, but his mind was all too aware of the soft, warm hand holding his own for reassurance.
 
   The elder wizard nodded.  To Sonya he said, “Try not to be repulsed by what you see, my dear.  The black sickness is unkind to all living things, so just concentrate on the task at hand.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Sonya replied, and she squeezed Steve’s hand.  “I’ll try.”
 
   Steve led her in the direction of the cave entrance with Haldorum following closely behind.  All eyes of the Resistance watched them now, and quietly Sonya breathed a quick prayer.
 
   The rustling grass gave way to a gradual incline leading to the mouth of the cave, and already they could hear the futile scrambling of something clawing at the earth, moaning in despair and mad with anguish.  Sonya gasped in horror as the three of them crested the lip of the entrance.  A small human, lassoed around the waist with the free end of the rope staked to the ground to keep it—for Steve could not tell if it was male or female— from crawling back into the darkness, pulled weakly in an instinctive attempt to find darkness.  Most of the hair was gone, and large blackened blisters covered almost every inch of its flesh.  With hands too feeble to be useful anymore, it clawed at the rope with fingers showing bone where nails once grew and stared about with maddened eyes glazed white with blindness.  It hesitated a moment, and then screamed hideously.
 
   Sonya flung herself into Steve’s embrace.  “For the love of God, Steve, she’s only a child!”
 
   Steve held her there, staring and unbelieving.  The thing barely even looked human anymore so how Sonya could tell the sex of the person was beyond him.
 
   Haldorum looked on with grief in his eyes.  “We lured it here earlier.”  After a time he placed a gentle hand upon the young woman’s shoulder.  “Sonya, you must try.”
 
   “I can’t!” she cried.  “Don’t you understand?  I don’t know how.  I’m tired of this place.  I’m tired of watching people get hurt; I’m tired of hearing voices that aren’t there.  I just want to go home!”
 
   Steve and Haldorum exchanged surprised glances.  Steve soundlessly mouthed the word ‘voices’ as a question.
 
   The old wizard appeared to think about it for a moment and then looked as if it suddenly all made sense.  “The Memsherar.”
 
   “Sonya, listen to me,” Steve said.  He pulled away from her slightly and gently raised her chin until she looked him in the eyes.  “I know you don’t like what you see but you have got to try.  There are thousands of children like her and all of them are going to die if this…this sickness isn’t stopped.  We need to know if you can save them.  You saved my life, Sonya, and you did it with the love in your heart.  The crystal may have helped you, but the power to heal and the love that made it work came from you.  I know you can do this—I trust you.  I trust you with everything that I am.”  She stared at him with those eyes, and Steve could see the conflict of emotions waged within their depths.  “Please,” he urged her.
 
   Several heartbeats passed, and then Sonya turned away from him, slowly, to face the wretched creature.  She wiped at her eyes, already brimming with tears, and took several deep breaths.
 
   Everything went still.
 
   Steve and Haldorum stood side-by-side in hushed silence waiting for something—anything—to happen.  The wind blew past them, rustling a few leaves that had fallen into the Crag from the trees dotting the cliffs high above, and flowing across the grasses like ocean waves, but nothing of a magical nature disturbed the silence.  
 
   Steve’s gaze fell and he sighed, unable to stem his disappointment.  Perhaps he had been wrong to push her to this.  There was no denying she possessed a gift, but perhaps they overreached in their desperation to find the one true Third.  After all, even if Sonya was the one, only days into finding her power she was being tested against a magical sickness that so far had proved unstoppable.
 
   Minutes passed and still nothing.  This isn’t right, Steve thought to himself.  He shook his head and cursed himself for allowing them to push her so fast—and this prophecy was really starting to annoy him.  He began to doubt if the Third Power existed anywhere at all.
 
   And then Sonya’s form ignited in a golden aura with such suddenness Steve, Haldorum, and those nearest her stepped back.  The radiance of her power paled the orange light of the setting sun and filled the mouth of the cavern with its fiery brilliance.
 
   Sonya struggled as she slowly raised her arms out to her sides, and then higher still to touch her palms together above her head.  As she did so, the fire of her aura intensified.
 
   “Haldorum!” Steve warned, his tone rising as he spoke the name, feeling the intensity of her magic like a physical press against him.
 
   “I know!  I know!”  The force of Sonya’s power threatened to roar outward on the alternate planes, and the aged wizard frantically weaved layered enchantments about the young woman.  If not contained, a transmission of magic of such strength would easily be felt—and located—by even the lowliest of mages.
 
   Sonya slowly opened her eyes and lowered her arms, then extended a hand toward the wretched creature before her.
 
   “No!”  Steve moved to stop her, but she stayed him with a gesture from her other hand.
 
   Without apparent regard for harm or fear of exposure, she stepped up to the blister-scarred and blind victim of the plague and kneeled.  At that the disfigured being ceased its efforts to crawl away and turned her milky eyes toward Sonya, almost appearing to sense—if not see—the calming, soothing presence of her.  For the first time since being lured to the mouth of the cave, the plague-ravaged human stopped crying out and looked…at peace.  Sonya placed one of her hands to the victim’s head and the other over the heart.
 
   The crystal pendant blazed like a star about Steve’s neck in response to the young wizardess but he could feel that it lent no help of its own.  Haldorum, who had since finished his spellcraft, looked alongside Steve with the same expression of absolute amazement across his face.  The festering blisters closed on the skin of the child, and then shrank away until only smooth, peach blossom skin remained.  Bright blue eyes emerged as the milky haze faded; and within the flesh, brittle bones healed and thickened, strengthening.  They watched as the little girl steadily returned to the living as the plague retreated in the same stages it had advanced her toward death.  Muscle, blood, hair, limbs, fingers—all mended before their eyes with astonishing speed.
 
   When all was finished the light of Sonya’s aura collapsed into her as suddenly as it had exploded forth, taking with it the roar of her unbridled power.  With half-lidded eyes, she started to lean, exhausted, but Steve was there in an instant and steadied her with a hand on either shoulder.  Gently he draped one of her arms about his neck and picked her up from the ground with his other arm under her knees.
 
   She stirred slightly.  “So much…hurt.”
 
   Steve raised his eyes concerned.  “Is she going to be all right?”
 
   “She will be fine,” Haldorum nodded.  His eyes then went to the young girl, her clothes hanging off her in rags.  “A miracle,” he muttered in amazement.  The girl he looked upon could not have been older than six years, and she looked about herself with apparent confusion and fear at how she had come to be there.  Her blond, shoulder-length curls fell about her shoulders on skin dirty, but youthful and unmarred.
 
   Even as Steve held Sonya in his arms he thought of the princess, and of his role on the world of Mithal.  Once he had thought himself the pawn of prophecy.  But no more.  
 
   “You are the true Third,” he whispered in Sonya’s ear.
 
   So where did that leave him?
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXI
 
   The muscles across Steve’s bare back flexed as he pulled on the string with the first three fingers of his right hand.  His left arm straight and rigid, he centered his aim between two distant torches and released.  He tracked the arrow for a split second and then it was gone, lost in the darkness of the fallen evening.  He lowered the sleek bow to his side and nocked another arrow before raising the weapon once more.  The length of the shaft emitted a susurrus whisper as he drew it back against the wood of the bow until the base of his right thumb touched his cheek.  
 
   He could feel Princess Vessla’s eyes on him as she approached—could almost feel it—but the light touch of her fingers running over the muscles of his shoulders and then down his back was particularly distracting.  Vessla could sometimes be difficult to ignore.
 
   For the moment, he put her out of his mind as best he could, held his breath, and released the shaft toward the distant, and near invisible, target.  Princess Vessla smiled as she reached around and ran her hands down his chest and across his abdomen.  Steve lowered the bow and stepped away as he turned to face her.
 
   “Please,” he said.  “I’m trying to think.”
 
   “I know,” came her winsome reply.  “Every time you have something important to work out you come here.  And if it is not this then it is swordplay; and if not swordplay then a whip; and if not a…”
 
   Steve held up a hand to stop her.  “Okay, I get it.  I’m predictable that way.  Your point?”
 
   “My point is that you promised to spend more time with me when you returned from Rajasthan, and you have yet to keep that promise.”
 
   Steve sighed, more so because of what he needed to say, but remained at a loss as to how best to say it.  “I’m sorry.  I just have a lot on my mind.”
 
   She looked down at the three quivers on the ground – two of which were empty, and the third only half full.  “I can see that.  Steven, you must stop retreating off all by yourself like this.  It is obvious to me you are feeling far more stress with your position here than is healthy.  It is not good to be alone at these times.”
 
   “I’m not alone,” he said, and indicated off to his left with his chin.
 
   Vessla had not even noticed the great cat lying in the darkness.  She looked back to him with hands on her hips.  “You know what I mean.”
 
   “It isn’t stress,” he assured her.  “It’s the fact I’m not even supposed to be here.  You saw how easily Sonya handled that little girl tonight—and she didn’t even need the crystal’s help.  Nothing we thought the prophecy said about me was actually about me at all.”  He stared at her in the wan light as he looked for some sign she caught the real meaning of his words.
 
   “Steven, that is not true!” she reprimanded with emphasis on every word.  “You have done a great deal for these people already.  You brought them the healer they were looking for—whether you meant to or not; and quite deliberately you returned the Emperor to us all.  The prophecy clearly had you in mind, whether blatantly stated or not.  Furthermore, our marriage will seal an alliance between the Jisetra and the humans; something not seen since the Emperor was overthrown nearly two decades ago.”
 
   “Yeah,” Steve said hesitantly, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”
 
   “You do not need to worry about the wedding.  My father will take care of all the arrangements.  Now then, when do you plan on fulfilling your promise to me?”
 
   The speed at which she could deflect was absolutely stunning to him.  “Vessla, there are so many more important things to worry about than wedding plans,” he said exasperated.  “To your people you are royalty, and that means you can don and doff your position of authority whenever it’s convenient—but that’s not how I work.  These people made me a commander because they believed in me as the Third Power, and now I wear that rank but—”  He shook his head sadly.  “I’m not who they thought I was.”
 
   Princess Vessla drew a step closer but she stopped herself before reaching out to touch him, seeing it in his face that the gesture would not be well-received.  “You cannot be blamed for that.  You said yourself Haldorum came to you, and you have done everything to be the man they were searching for.  You have been a strong leader—and no one can complain of your performance.  For Heaven’s sake, you risked your life for these people and nearly lost it!  You may not be the ‘savior of Mithal’”—this last she stated with contempt for the very notion—“but in my opinion you are one of the most promising officers the human race has ever seen.  Fine, you are not the Third Power but, in light of everything else you have done, is that really something to be ashamed of?”
 
   Steve managed a slight smile as he looked at the ground and scuffed the dirt with his toe.  “You make it sound so easy.”
 
   “It is that easy—when you consider.  Has not what I have said made sense?  Does it not make you feel even a little bit better?  Just a little?”
 
   “I’d be lying if I said no,” he admitted and the princess smiled.  Then he looked out into the darkness at nothing as he considered his own thoughts.  “But I still worry.  I can’t help but feel like I’m missing something—something important.  The prophecy doesn’t mention anything about another Power of Mithal and yet here I am.  How does a crazy seer from a thousand years ago see so much and yet miss something like this?”
 
   “Details?” she offered with a weak smile.
 
   Steve thought about it for a moment, and then chuckled grimly to himself.  Dropping to one knee, he withdrew three arrows from the half-empty quiver and pushed their points into the ground.  “Pretty big detail,” he said to her.  The crystal’s light pierced the darkness as he whirled, drew, and released the first, second, and third arrows in rapid succession and with astonishing speed.
 
   Princess Vessla watched them go, and when she looked back again Steve was gone.  Surprised, she looked all about but there was no trace of him.  She looked then to where Kayliss had been but moments ago but he, too, had vanished.  She remained still for many heartbeats, and then finally set off in the direction of the two flickering torches.  When she arrived, she stared in disbelief at what should have been impossible.  Where the first arrow had struck dead center, the second arrow had split it, and this was split by the third.
 
   “I will not have it, Haldorum!”
 
   “General Duva, I am sure you can find it within yourself to live with it.”
 
   The short, husky general wore trousers and a leather doublet over his white shirt, a color which contrasted his now sanguine complexion.  “I will not have it!” he bellowed again.  “It was bad enough you made a boy—who has not even reached his nineteenth year!—a commander in my army, but now you suggest I allow a mere girl the same position?  Ludicrous!”
 
   The Emperor, who had until now listened quietly as the two men argued, finally silenced them both with the uplift of a hand.  “I grow weary of this conversation, gentlemen.”  He paused then, and all those gathered in the war room waited patiently as their Emperor gathered his thoughts.  His eyes looked to the general and he said, “First of all, General Duva, let us make one thing absolutely clear: the courageous men and women who make up this army do not belong to you, and it is I who shall administer all final decisions.  Not you.”
 
   “My—my apologies, Your Majesty,” Duva stammered.  “I only meant—”
 
   “I know you meant, and I understand your desire to preserve tradition, but I am not so old and set in my ways I cannot see when times call for a change.  General Corbett was a good man—you served him as second in command for many years—but if you hope to live up to his standards of excellence then you must learn this as well.”
 
   General Duva was silent but it was clear his emperor’s words had not fully convinced him.
 
   “It is not as though we are going to place her in charge of the war,” Haldorum put in, “but she will have a say in the matter—especially in the case where her talents are concerned.  After all, she has a wealth of experience in every one of us to call upon and advise her.”
 
   “I am not the only one who feels this way,” General Duva said to them all.  “She has no military experience, no training, no martial knowledge whatsoever—none!”
 
   “That is not true,” Haze said stepping forward, literally, in her defense.  “I myself have overseen her training in combat, and have oftentimes discussed the methods involved in our raids.”
 
   “And she is not half bad with a bow, either,” Lurin chimed.
 
   “But she is timid,” the general argued.  “She is not of our world and war is a foreign concept to her.  The fact she is the Third, and we need her, is not in dispute—she proved that last night—but she is too soft for the responsibilities you ask of her.  Further, I do not think she is capable of taking a life, even to save her own.
 
   “And she need not,” Haldorum countered.  “The prophecy has deemed her one to save life, not take it away.”
 
   The Emperor nodded at that fact.  “I am in agreement with Haldorum.  This conversation is over.  Let it stand by my decree the Third shall be commissioned and take her place among us; but first there was one other order of business to be taken care of, if I am not mistaken, Haldorum?”
 
   “There is, Your Majesty.”  His gaze swept the room and fell on everyone present in turn.  “The Memsherar has been calling to her, and needs be that she answer that call before any further action is taken.”
 
   A man in his forties and only beginning to show the first silver flecks in his dark hair, recently promoted to the senior officer ranks, thumbed an old scar across his chin as he considered.  “What will happen to her?”
 
   “I cannot say for certain,” the old wizard shrugged.  “A paltry magician may go in and return with nothing significant to speak of.  But for a wizard it can differ every time.”
 
   “Then you should go now,” the Emperor said to the old wizard.  “It is important that we move quickly in this, for there is much yet to do.”
 
   Haldorum nodded and departed, leaving the remaining officers to discuss military plans and the state of the Resistance amongst themselves.
 
   Outside, Sonya raised her head as the old wizard emerged from the war room into the light of the new morning.  She stood from her seat on a shorn stump and dusted off the backside of her black breeches topped with a white tunic belted around the waist.  “How did it go?” she asked.
 
   “We can talk about that later,” he replied.  
 
   “That well, huh?”
 
   Haldorum huffed through his nose.  “Traditions,” he explained simply.  “Are you ready?”
 
   Sonya inhaled deeply, and then nodded her head once as she said, “No.”
 
   Haldorum’s shoulders bounced as he chuckled and he patted her reassuringly on the back.  “You are going to be fine, dear lady.”  
 
   She was quiet a few moments before she finally looked up at him and smiled back.  “I’m ready.  It’s just…”
 
   “I know.  It is a lot to take in.”
 
   “Yeah.  That.”
 
   Haldorum turned then and opened a portal to the Memsherar.  Sonya stepped toward it, but hesitated.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   She turned and Steve was there, approaching at a jog with Kayliss right beside him.  He stepped up to her and took both her hands in his own.  “I guess I came to say good luck.”
 
   Sonya smiled, but her hands trembled.  “I’m not sure I can be what these people want,” she admitted, her voice wavering even more so.  She tried to laugh it off but failed.
 
   Steve nodded and hugged her briefly.  “I remember when I said those same words for the first time.”  He then leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.  “You’ll be fine,” he said.  “I’ll see you when you get back.”
 
   She smiled in gratitude and then let Haldorum lead her to the portal.  With a deep breath, she stepped through.
 
   On the other side stood two great trees, set perhaps one hundred feet apart, and behind them the vastness of the forest itself.  It was oddly quiet here.  In fact, aside from the wind hushing in her ears there was no sound at all.  Until…
 
   “Mornin’ to ya’, me girl!”
 
   Sonya looked down in the direction of the chipper greeting and her eyes went wide.
 
   “Ah, forgive me fer startlin’ ya, but a step further an ya’dve crushed me flat.”
 
   Steve walked with Kayliss, as always ever present, away from the site of Sonya’s departure.  The sudden reversal of roles between the two of them had understandably left him with a mild case of melancholia.  It were not as though he had enjoyed his position as the Third all that much, but it was the fact he had finally begun to get used to it, only to have it wrenched away, that troubled him.  And the prophecy!  He didn’t even know where to begin to sort out that mess.  If the Third Power was truly destined to marry unto a royal house of Mithal she was going to have a heck of a time given the dearth of princes on this world—let alone one with a magical talent.
 
   Princess Vessla’s shadow passed over him as she swooped down out of the sky and then beat the air several times as she settled to a landing a few feet away.  She wore the green, skin tight travel uniform common among the Jisetrians before embarking on a prolonged flight.
 
   “Having fun?”  Steve asked her indifferently.  The way her uniform hugged her every curve caught his eye a moment but, for the first time, failed to hold it.
 
   “Exercise really,” she replied.  With a deep breath she stretched her crimson wings out to either side of herself and then folded them neatly across her back.  “What about you, beloved?”
 
   Steve groaned inwardly and walked past her.  “Please don’t call me that.  Sonya is the Third Power, all right?  So there is no need for you to keep up the charade.”
 
   “What is wrong with beloved?” she asked, trotting quickly a few paces to catch up.  “It is only a term of affection.”
 
   “I know what it is.  Just don’t use it with me.”
 
   “I do not think my father would care very much for my using your first name in his presence—especially once we are married.”
 
   Steve whirled on her.  “Vessla, please!  It doesn’t matter what your father wants because you and I are not going to be married!”
 
   Princess Vessla looked stunned.  “But…but we are engaged.”
 
   “Were engaged, princess—and even then we both know it was because I thought I had to.  I tried to be what everyone wanted—including for you—but now we all know destiny was never at play between us, and it’s time you accepted that.”
 
   Princess Vessla’s eyes brimmed with tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks at any moment, but he had seen this play from her before.
 
   “Stop it!” Steve barked frustrated.  “Just stop it!  I’m tired of your attempts to manipulate my feelings.  It was never really me you wanted, Princess; it was what I could give you.”  He read the look of shock, fear…and, lastly, surprise.  “Yes,” he said, “I know.  With our marriage, you and your father hoped to obligate me into protecting your people from Azinon—when instead your father should have been offering his help to the people here!  He wants whatever it is that makes me a wizard to be a part of his family forever—starting with his grandchildren.”
 
   Princess Vessla remained quiet under the heat of his anger and Steve knew it was because she was well aware it was futile to argue the point.  And even if she wanted to lie he could, if he wished, draw the truth from her as easily as she could herself conjure images of the past.
 
   “I feel like a fool for letting you string me along even this far,” he said, disgusted with himself.
 
   The practiced façade of hurt faded from her face and she wiped at her eyes with genuine sadness saying, “No, Steven.  You are certainly no fool.  I thought I knew exactly who you were, and yet it was you who saw through me.”  She then smiled weakly, “You probably never want to see me again.”
 
   “At least we agree on that,” he replied evenly.
 
   She blinked, a look of shock on her face.
 
   “Do us both a favor and just gather your things and leave Shallows Crag.”
 
   At first she did not move, but then Steve turned his back on her and walked away without a second glance.  He did not even turn back when he heard the beat of her wings on the air as she took to the sky.  He did not care what she did now, just so long as she did it far away from him.
 
   “Well, I suppose that’s one way to get rid of a woman,” Scott said.  He stood leaning with his right shoulder against a one room wooden structure, right leg bent at the knee and crossed over his left shin, toe pointing into the dirt in a relaxed pose reminiscent of Steve McQueen.
 
   Scott fell in beside his friend as he moved by and together they walked back toward the busiest area of the camp.
 
   “I didn’t quite catch everything you two said to each other,” Scott remarked, “but I take it this means I’m not going to be a best man?”
 
   “Definitely no bachelor party,” Steve agreed.  He inhaled deeply and took in the smells of the morning, feeling oddly content despite the argument.  “I’m probably a jerk for feeling this way, but I feel better now than I have since I arrived.”
 
   “Nothing wrong with that,” Scott said shrugging with his hands in his pockets.  “And if you asked me, it’s probably because now you’re here because you want to be, not because you think you have to be.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know about that.”
 
   “Not surprising.  But I wouldn’t expect you to think straight, what with all that magic swirling around in your head and clouding your thinking,” Scott replied, twirling his index finger in a circle over Steve’s head with a wry smile as he said this last.  “But I’m serious here.  Think about it: you came here and did the things you did because you thought you had no choice, right?  You thought if you failed—in any way—the prophecy would fall apart and all these people were going to die.”
 
   “No argument there.”
 
   “But now that you have a choice, are you going to leave?”
 
   “That’s a stupid question.”
 
   Scott spread his hands as they walked.  “Humor me.”
 
   “No, I’m not going to leave.  Happy?”
 
   “Very.  Do you see what I’m getting at?  You’re not going to marry the princess because you don’t think she’s right for you; and you’re going to stay here and fight because you feel they could use your help.  You’re pretty much doing the exact same thing you would have done before, Steve; except now it’s because you choose to do it.”
 
   For the first time that Steve could remember, Scott was actually giving sage advice—and it actually made sense.  Everything he did from here on out he would choose to do, unbound by prophecy, of his own free will.  And it felt…good.  
 
   “How very introspective of you,” Steve said thoughtfully.  “You’ve been reading Sigmund Freud on the side?  Dali Lama?”
 
   “Oprah.  I’m telling you, that chick is deep.”
 
   They laughed together, and even Kayliss seemed amused as he nudged his way between the two of them.  Feeling suddenly energetic, Steve jumped in front of the big cat and batted playfully at his ears, while Kayliss in turn bounded forward several times as if to bear him to the ground.  Steve retreated from this at first but, with a faint glimmer in the crystal, he leaped high into the air and sailed over the big cat to land nimbly beside Scott.
 
   “How do you do that?” Scott asked, shaking his head in wonder at the display.
 
   “What?  Magic?”
 
   “Yeah.  Where does it come from?”
 
   “Well, I don’t think that you—“
 
   Kayliss’s forepaws came down unexpectedly on his shoulders and then Steve was gone.
 
   Laughing, Scott lowered himself to all fours and peered beneath the big cat.  “I say, old boy,” he spoke in his best English accent, “are you quite all right?”
 
   Steve lay on his back with one huge paw planted firmly on his chest.  He struggled for a moment but there was no moving the massive tigrine.  With the same lilt he replied, “Tis nothing really, old boy.  But forever grateful I am the Memsherar didn’t send me an elephant.”
 
   The whole episode had drawn cheers and gales of laughter from the passersby, and after he regained his feet, Steve followed up with a self-deprecating and good-humored bow.
 
   Scott helped him brush off the dirt and grass and then asked, “What about my question?”
 
   “Which question was that?”  Steve noticed Scott’s expression remained jovial but his eyes were serious.
 
   “How do you make the magic work for you?”
 
   Steve paused for several moments as he thought about it.  “Shoot, that’s kind of a tough question to answer.”
 
   “So do your best,” Scott persisted.
 
   “Well, okay, but it’s not like I’ve really studied all the ins and outs of this.”
 
   The two turned and resumed their walk through the camp, Steve giving his best description as he could of the different times he had summoned the magic, and what he had felt during those times—being careful to avoid any instances involving the ‘other presence’.  Steve disliked mysteries when it came to voices in his head but, whatever it was, he knew little more now than the first time he heard it.
 
   “I guess you could say,” Steve continued, “it’s a little different for each one of us.  Sonya uses her emotions to help control her abilities.  Haldorum, the complete opposite; very logical and unemotional in his execution.  With me, it’s a lot like trying to shape an eruption as it’s happening.
 
   Scott nodded absently, and thinking aloud he mumbled, “Kurella said something similar.”
 
   “Kurella?”
 
   Scott’s head popped up.  “What?”
 
   “You know, you’re acting really strange.  Is there something going on?”
 
   “Of course not,” Scott replied.  “Can’t a guy ask a few questions?  I was only curious, that’s all.”
 
   Steve wanted to say more but then changed his mind with a shrug.  “All right, whatever you say.  You did mention Kurella, though.  Where is she anyway?”
 
   “Out there somewhere,” Scott replied waving indeterminately toward the western peaks.  “She said she needed some time away from everybody here.  The locals aren’t exactly comfortable with a werewolf in their midst, ya’ know?”
 
   “Did someone say something to her?”  Steve asked suddenly terse.  “She helped save my life.  If someone said something—”
 
   “Relax, Steve, relax.  Nobody said anything, but you can say a lot just by the way you look at someone, if you get my meaning.”
 
   Steve sighed and nodded.  “Only too well.”
 
   Far ahead of them, a wagon loaded down with fresh game rolled out of the cave entrance to the Crag.  It rambled down the road through the center of the camp and all the hunters running along with it wore smiles of triumph from the day’s hunt.  The people who saw them waved and shouted words of good faith as they went.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say they raided someone’s ranch,” Scott commented as the wagon rumbled by.
 
   Steve glanced once over his shoulder, and then continued on with his hands in his back pockets.  “It’s because of Sonya,” he said.  “Now they can catch as much as they need without worrying if it’s plagued or not.”
 
   “But probably half of those animals have signs of the sickness.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Steve shrugged.  “Sonya will cleanse them before anyone else even touches that wagon.”
 
   Scott caught a glimpse of a figure approaching them from across the road.  A pair of wings such as those made one difficult to miss, even in a crowd.  Scott tapped Steve on the shoulder and together they turned about to greet the Jisetrian.
 
   “It’s nice to see you, Eegrin,” Steve said as he approached.
 
   The young Jisetrian stopped and nodded.  “It is always a pleasure, sir.”
 
   Steve and Scott exchanged a look.  “What’s with the sir, buddy?” Steve asked.  “You’re among friends here.”
 
   Eegrin looked both embarrassed and a little relieved at the same time.  “I’m sorry,” he said, “but after I heard what had happened I wasn’t sure.  I just came to say goodbye.”
 
   “Princess Vessla doesn’t know you’re here, does she?” Scott asked.
 
   Eegrin smiled and shook his head, “No, she does not.  To her knowledge, I’m taking a short period to settle my affairs in the camp.”
 
   “You’re getting sneaky in your old age,” Steve laughed.  Then, more seriously, he added, “So I guess this means you’re going home then.”
 
   “Yes,” Eegrin acknowledged, a slight edge of bitter sarcasm in his voice.  “To sit majestically upon our mountain and watch your people fight for the freedom of us all.”
 
   Scott leaned close to Steve’s ear and muttered loudly enough to be heard, “Me thinks I smell a rebel.”
 
   Steve nodded.  “Eegrin, you can stay with us, you know.  Your help here would be more than welcome.”
 
   The winged youth smiled and bowed slightly in gratitude, but shook his head.  “I would be lying if I said the thought had not occurred to me, but I cannot.  Her father is my king, and I must do as he would bid me.  I hope you understand.”
 
   Steve nodded again.  “I do, buddy.”  He extended his hand and the Jisetrian took it in his own.  “Well, hey, if you ever find yourself in the neighborhood be sure to stop by.”
 
   “You can be sure I will,” Eegrin replied.  “I do not think this is the last time we will meet, Steven Walker.”  With a smile, he then shook Scott’s hand and turned and walked back in the direction he had come.
 
   “I can’t help but wonder,” Scott said as he watched him go, “what will happen when they tell King Gorium you aren’t the Third Power after all.”
 
   “It’s probably going to come as one hell of a surprise.”
 
   “Do you think it’ll change his thinking at all?  I mean, knowing what he is about to find out about Sonya?”
 
   Steve snorted at the idea of King Gorium actually doing something that served basic logic rather than his overweening pride.  “If he isn’t as stubborn as I think he is, it should.”  Then he turned up his palms adding, “But who can say?”
 
   The two remained in each other’s company, taking advantage of their time to talk, knowing full well things were likely to get a lot stranger before anything else.  As they talked, the topic of conversation eventually settled back to life on Earth and each found they missed the home they once knew even more than they had ever realized.  Steve never before thought it possible he could actually miss the mundane drudgery of going to school, and Scott agreed.  Not to mention the things they did for fun: football games, dating, Friday nights at the clubs, poker parties—parties in general, for that matter.  It all seemed so far away now and they both felt a desperate longing to have it all back again.
 
   Between the two of them, they managed to keep their minds and bodies occupied long enough so as not to even to notice the passage of time.  Before long, the sun was dipping toward the western peaks and the time Haldorum was to bring Sonya back from the Memsherar was close at hand.  It did not take a whole lot of effort to find the wizard, as he was seated quietly with Haze and Lurin behind his quarters, sitting in the grass and meditating with his eyes closed.  Scattered randomly about in their own small groups, the other high-ranking officers talked amongst themselves as they awaited the Third Power’s return.
 
   “You just made it,” Haldorum said opening his eyes as Steve and Scott approached.
 
   “We have very good timing,” Steve quipped.
 
   “So it would seem.  Have you seen the Emperor about?  Judging by his enthusiasm this morning, it surprises me he is not here already.”
 
   Scott shrugged, “Sorry, haven’t seen him.”
 
   Steve’s knowledge of the Emperor was limited but it seemed unlikely Sonya’s return would have been something to just slip his mind.  “It does seem a little weird.”  Booming laughter then caught his ear and drew his attention, and Steve’s eyes narrowed as he identified the source.  General Duva stood a short distance away, speaking with a few other officers.
 
   Lurin noticed his expression and followed his gaze to the man.  Looking back, he smiled and said, “I take it you do not care for our friend the general?”
 
   “Acquaintance,” Steve corrected.  “Until such time as he changes his attitude about someone we both know, I would say friend is too familiar a term for him.”
 
   “His concern is only for the Resistance as a whole,” Haldorum assured him.  “He is well aware of Sonya’s value to the cause, it is just he remains skeptical about her ability to lead.  His point is valid.  I cannot say I have not myself wondered what will happen if she finds herself within the fray of battle.”
 
   Steve looked at him as though he could not believe what he just heard.
 
   “Oh, come now, Steven, you know if it were not at least a little true you would not be so defensive of the notion.”
 
   Steve thought about that a moment, his expression softening as he recognized the truth of it—however averse to it he remained.  “I suppose so,” he admitted reluctantly.  “But unlike him, I haven’t written her off.  I know Sonya, and I know that when put on the spot she’s quick to adapt.”  Steve silently prayed this was true for all cases.
 
   Haldorum smiled kindly, “Let us hope it is as you say.”  Without another word he stood and straightened the folds of his robe.
 
   Recognizing the signs, the other officers moved in from their separate locations and gathered behind the old wizard.  With a motion Steve had seen a dozen times before, Haldorum’s magic split the air before him and the portal’s blue radiance bathed them all in spectral light.
 
   At first she was only a silhouette amid the swirling light, and then she appeared.  The determined look in her eyes was surprising, but as she marched past them like a lioness it was evident that something significant had taken place.
 
   “Haldorum,” she said without hesitation, “I need you and all the senior officers in the war room immediately—and ask His Majesty if he would please attend as well.  I also want to see all the officers in charge of the food stores, weapons, and training.  I want to know exactly what our greatest strengths are, and I’ll need to be brought up to speed on the terrain surrounding the palace of Rajasthan.”
 
   Haldorum listened, and appeared surprised beyond words, and then gestured to the others gathered as he followed in the wake of the young wizardess even as she continued to give instructions.
 
   “Steven lad!”
 
   The youth turned at the sound of his name.  “Jiv!” he exclaimed in surprise.
 
   The little man trotted forth from the portal and stepped up onto Steve’s lowered palm.  “Happy ta see ya again, ah am.  Saaaay, nice duds ya be wearin’; almost as spiffy as me own.”
 
   The past few moments had brought a whirlwind of questions to Steve, but one stood out above all others.  “Jiv, what happened to her?”
 
   The sprite leaned over, looking past Steve’s enormous form to the retreating wizardess, and then straightened again.  “With’er, ya mean?”
 
   “Yeah, Sonya.”
 
   “Well, ah know’er name, lad.  Ya don’t think me so uncivilized as to ferget a proper intraduction, now do ya?”
 
   “Jiv, please!”
 
   “Well, awright, awright awready.  No reason ta get yer drawers in a bunch,” Jiv complained.  “Eh, do ya want the long er the short version?”
 
   The penetrating stare the sprite received threatened to burn holes in his tiny body.
 
   “Rot.  The short version it tis.  Okay, well, it be like this: the Memsherar did ask a’me ta serve as yer pretty friend’s escort, and lead her right off ta the heart of the wood.  This ah did because, after all, the Memsherar can be quite temperamental iffen she wants ta be.”
 
   “This is the short version?” Steve pressed.
 
   “Rot.  Rot.  Didn’t mean ta be trailin’ off.  Anyway, we come ta this pool, ya see, an it was so silver it was like lookin’ inta’ a mirror—most amazin’ thing ah ever saw!  Your friend, well, she just traipses on up, goes ta ‘er knees at the edge an—brand me buzzard bait if ahm lyin’—starts glowin all kinds of bright silver.  Like the sun, it was!  Well, iffin the sun was silver, ya’know?”
 
   Listening from the side, Scott stepped forward to stand beside his friend.  “So she saw something in it?”
 
   “She musta’.”
 
   “You aren’t sure?  You were there, weren’t you?”
 
   “A’course ah was, an ah didn’t say ah wern’t sure.  It’s rather ah learned a long time ago that it be often best ta keep clear a foreign magics.  Caution tends ta further one’s longevity, ya know?”
 
   “But you know what she saw, right?” Steve asked.
 
   “Aye,” Jiv replied.  “As near as ah can figure it, somewhere in all them pretty lights she caught a glimpse of her children.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXII
 
   “Her what?!” Steve exclaimed.
 
   “Ya ‘urd me right the first time, “ Jiv replied.  “Ah cun see that bit ‘uh news comes as a surprise, but ah don’t know what more ta tell ya, lad.  She wadn’t too talkative after what ‘appened, an all.”
 
   Steve set the little man upon Kayliss’s head and then to Scott, “Come on.  I’m feeling suddenly curious.”
 
   It was not long before the four rejoined the rest of the officers in the war room, and there, at the far side, Sonya stood with another officer leaning over a table strewn with maps and listening intently as the man explained to her the details concerned with each.  None of them could hear the conversation but it was obvious by the expression on Sonya’s face she felt it important.
 
   The room was quickly filling as all key personnel of the Resistance from all over the camp filed in.  Never before had all men in charge of such areas as the smithies, cooks, stables, armory and the like been called together with the higher officers to discuss matters of war.
 
   Sonya turned away from the maps she had been so critically analyzing and moved to the center of the room to stand beside General Duva.  “Is everyone here yet?” she called out to everyone in the room.
 
   “Women bear children, they do not lead armies,” General Duva muttered as though to himself, but loud enough for Sonya to hear.
 
   Sonya’s expression darkened like one of the Greek furies themselves.  Seizing the front of his gambeson with both hands, she pulled him close until their noses were mere inches apart.  “Now you listen to me, you pompous ass!  I never asked to be a part of your precious army, but the fact is you and I have no choice.  I am the Third Power of Mithal, and you will listen to anything I have to say regardless of your feelings over my gender.  And the next time I hear a sexist quip like that fall from your lips I’ll infect you with the plague myself and let you beg me for your life!”
 
   The general stood there with eyes wide, clearly shocked at the affront, and even looked a little fearful of her threat.
 
   Jiv nodded approvingly.  “Now there be a lass with fire!”
 
   Haldorum stepped up casually, straining to suppress his mirth in the face of his old friend.  “Well said, Sonya,” he remarked, “but please let the nice general go now.  I think he has learned his lesson.”  Sonya visibly relaxed, then nodded and released her hold on the man.  “And to you, my dear friend Duva,” the old wizard continued, patting him on the shoulder, “I suggest you be a little more attentive in the future when the young lady needs to speak her mind.”  His eyes shifted again.  “You were saying, my dear?”
 
   She smiled in thanks.
 
   Sonya took charge of the meeting and voiced her opinions and ideas formed during her time thus far with the Resistance men and women.  She did so with such confidence and forthrightness no one dared tell her otherwise—least of all General Duva.  Every officer answered her questions dutifully when asked about current troop strength, morale, and discipline, or nodded thoughtfully at areas of improvement they had previously overlooked.  No one had ever given thought before to the changes that could be implemented in training, patrolling, and camp maintenance, tasks Sonya had either directly or indirectly participated in for weeks, now that the worry of the plague no longer factored.  Before too long, she turned it around and requested input from everyone, questioning each man in turn from the stablemaster to Haldorum himself about everything significant to the cause she now felt such a great fire for.  The old wizard could not help but watch and marvel at her incredible turnaround.  It was clear to all that whatever the Memsherar had done to her, it had done it well.
 
   For now, it mattered not.  However the Memsherar accomplished this feat was a puzzle for another time.  It only mattered the Resistance had found the Third Power, and she was diving into the role fate had dealt her.  Certainly, there were many things yet to learn but none doubted she would learn quickly and well.
 
   The meeting continued into its second hour with still no appearance by the Emperor.  To discover why, and mumbling low so as not to interrupt the Third, General Duva assigned the task to two men to seek His Majesty out.  They each nodded and discreetly exited the room.
 
   Sonya was engrossed in a conversation with Haldorum, the general, and several other officers when the two men returned.  They made their way through small crowd until they stood nearly in its center before General Duva finally glanced in their direction.
 
   “Please excuse me,” the general said by way of withdrawal.  Haldorum cast him a quizzical look but General Duva shook his head.  “It is probably nothing.”
 
   Saying no more he left the small circle and spoke to the two men, motioning them to keep their voices down.  “What did you find?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “We went to his quarters,” the first said, “but there was no reply.  Whether His Majesty was asleep or simply not in we do not know.”
 
   “But no one has seen him come or go for many turns,” the second added.
 
   The lines in General Duva’s brow deepened.  “I do not like this,” he said thoughtfully.  “I do not like this at all.”  Turning on his heel, he marched straight away to Haldorum’s side.  “Forgive my interruption, my old friend, but I think we have a problem.”
 
   Orders went out quickly and the officers filed out of the chamber to spread the word to those within their chain of command to locate and report on the whereabouts of his Imperial Majesty.
 
   Haldorum’s hand fell on Steve’s shoulder.  “Steve, I want you and Kayliss to stay by Sonya.  Scott, I want you to find Kurella and keep her in your quarters until you hear from me.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Scott nodded, “but wouldn’t she be of more help with the search?”
 
   “Until I am certain of what is happening, I think it best for her own safety that she stay with you and out of sight.  If the Emperor is missing it would not do to have a werewolf within the midst arousing false suspicions.”
 
   As Scott mulled over this last, Steve already knew the thoughts going through his mind.  The fact Kurella was a werewolf was bad enough, but being the daughter of Gouroth would surely heighten suspicions of her even more if something untoward were occurring.
 
   Clearly feeling a sudden sense of urgency, Scott was out the door and moving at a run.  In a moment, Haldorum also was gone.
 
   Now solely in the company of Steven and Kayliss, Sonya let out a heavy sigh and relaxed her composure.  “You always made this look so easy,” she said.
 
   Steve smiled sympathetically, understanding exactly how she felt.  “What can I say?” he replied, feeling oddly somber.  “I fake it really well.”
 
   She dropped her gaze wearily to the floor and smiled with a slight shake of her head.  “If that’s true, I’d say you should have been an actor but, then again, I remember you in drama class.”
 
   Steve paused, recognizing that contemplative look on her face.  “Missing home again, are you?”
 
   “More now than I ever did before,” she admitted looking up at him.
 
   “Look, Sonya, for what it’s worth, I think you’re doing great.  You did more for yourself the first few hours than I did in my first week; and I think you’ve earned the respect of a lot of people tonight.”
 
   Sonya’s eyes brightened and she flashed him a look of genuine gratitude.  “Thank you, Steve.  I needed to hear that.”
 
   He nodded and then moved to the exit.  When he reached the door, he turned the latch and held it open for her to pass.  “Moonlight stroll, anyone?”
 
   In a short time they found themselves walking through the fields west of the camp, chitchatting about inconsequential matters for a half an hour, when Steve finally found the mettle to pose the question that had been eating at him all evening.
 
   “Sonya,” he began hesitantly, “do you mind if I ask you…well, I guess it’s kind of a personal question.”
 
   “Does it go into details?”
 
   He laughed at her playfully flirtatious reply.  “No.  I think it’s harmless enough.”
 
   “Shucks!” she said snapping her fingers.
 
   Steve laughed again.  “Come on, I’m trying to be serious here.”
 
   “Okay, okay, what’s the question?”
 
   “Well, I was wondering what happened to you in the Memsherar.”
 
   She stopped abruptly and Steve took two more steps before he realized she was no longer beside him.  He stopped and looked back to find her gazing off to the side, her hands fidgeting nervously before her.  
 
   “If I tell you something,” she said, “will you promise not to think less of me?”
 
   “Sonya, there’s no way I would ever –“
 
   “Promise!” she urged, almost pleading.
 
   Steve pushed aside his questions for a moment and nodded, not understanding what she could have possibly done to make her worry so.  “I swear it.”
 
   The oath, however, appeared to do little to mollify her fears.  She tried to look him in the eye but apparently found the contact too uncomfortable.
 
   “You have my word,” Steve assured her.
 
   Sonya nodded.  “I suppose there is no other way than to just come right out and say it, huh?”  She tried to laugh but it ended weakly.  Finally, either fed up with her fear or otherwise, she reined in her resolve saying, “I don’t deserve the respect of anybody—especially not you—because I’m just using them; every last man and woman in the Resistance.”
 
   “That’s it?” Steve asked.  “That’s the terrible secret?”
 
   Sonya groaned, her disappointment seeming born of the fact he was not angry with her.  “You don’t understand,” she said.  “I saw two possible futures out there.  In the first I saw what will happen if the Resistance is successful.  I saw the plague expunged forever, and people were celebrating in the streets of Rajasthan at Azinon’s downfall.  The land healed itself and the fields were fertile again.”  Gently she touched a hand to her bosom to indicate herself.  “And I saw me—maybe two or three years older.”  A single tear escaped the corner of her eye and she wiped at it with the back of her fingers.  “And in my arms I held twin babies, Steve.”  She spoke this last as though it were miracle.  Sonya raised her eyes, her voice etched with emotion.  “My twins.  A boy and a girl.”
 
   Steve blinked.  “Oh.”  He felt foolish for the twinge of jealousy that gnawed at him with this revelation.  He knew she was destined for someone else on this world—some undiscovered prince somewhere—and he knew he had no right to feel this way.
 
   Even so…
 
   “I don’t suppose you caught a glimpse of the dad?”  Steve asked, not certain he really wanted to know.  “I mean, up until now we didn’t even think there were any princes at all, let alone one with magic.”
 
   “I know this is going to sound odd,” she replied hesitantly, “but…I don’t even know what he looks like.  In the vision I recognized him as my husband—I even knew he was from this world—but I could never see his face clearly.”
 
   Steve smiled kindly, though only for her that he did so.  “Well, at least we know he’s out there.  That’s something anyway.”  He opened his mouth to say more but the intense sadness in her eyes stopped him.
 
   “That’s not everything,” she said softly.  “I also saw what will happen if we lose this fight.”
 
   Steve waited quietly for her to say more, but she seemed transfixed where she stood, lost in thought, her eyes looking through and beyond him to some point far distant.  It seemed a very long time before she moved again; at first just a slow shaking of her head, as though she wanted to deny the images in her mind.  And then…
 
   “Hundreds of thousands,” she whispered in disbelief.  “Everywhere there were bodies lying all over the ground.  And their faces…they were…”  She struggled to find the words to describe the hideous scene, the dead staring from empty eyes and their mouths contorted in a rictus of silent horror.  She looked to Steve as though she wanted to run away and be sick.  Jisetrians, Humans, Werewolves, and a host of other species Sonya had never laid eyes on before, all lay dead in the wake of Azinon’s dark forces.  
 
   “But that isn’t all,” she whispered fiercely, the heat of her anger suddenly changing her demeanor.  She clenched her hands into fists so tight the whites of her knuckles showed.  “He will never touch my children,” she said through her teeth.  “Never!  I won’t allow it!”
 
   “Hey, hey,” Steve said concerned and placing his hands on her shoulders at arm’s length.  “Take it easy.”
 
   Nodding with obvious effort, Sonya closed her eyes and took several deep, calming breaths.  
 
   “Nobody is doing anything to anybody just yet,” Steve finished.
 
   Sonya wiped at her eyes and sniffed.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be bothering you with this.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?  Look, put that thought out of your head forever.  If you have a problem, I want you to talk to me— and if I’m not there then I know Scott will be.  Okay?”
 
   She nodded, sniffed, then smiled gratefully.  “Okay.”
 
   Kayliss then rubbed his head affectionately against Sonya’s leg with his tongue lolling out of his mouth.  A short laugh escaped Sonya and she stooped, cupping the great tiger’s head in her hands and ruffled his fur.  “And thanks to you, too, you overgrown kitten,” she said.
 
   Steve grinned as the tiger’s thoughts came to him. “He says ‘you’re welcome’.”
 
   Sonya stood and dabbed at her eyes with her sleeve.  “You know, I do feel a little better.  Thanks for that.”
 
   “De nada.”
 
   They turned and resumed their walk, neither speaking a word as they enjoyed the night air and the quiet company, each letting their thoughts wander randomly about anything and everything.  Steve’s own led him inevitably to thoughts of the young woman who walked beside him, and he wondered if he entered her thoughts at all too before he then shook his head.  Surely anything on her mind centered on what had happened to her today and all that she still must do in order to secure the more favored of the two futures she had seen.
 
   And there it was again; that same twinge of jealousy as thoughts of the prince she would one day marry came to mind.  Steve silently cursed the fate that had played such a cruel trick on him by making him believe he was the Third Power.  Then, just as quickly, he reprimanded himself for those same selfish thoughts.  After all, he had a power like none he had ever dreamed, and with it came an opportunity to help save a world.  Just because things weren’t turning out as he had hoped was certainly no reason to wallow in self-pity.
 
   Sonya stopped and turned to face him.  “What are you thinking about?”
 
   Steve blinked as though she snapped him out of a trance.  “Hmm?  Oh, nothing.”  But looking into those beautiful, brown eyes made him feel ashamed of his own selfish thoughts of wanting to reach out and hold her.
 
   Just then Steve felt a slight heat and the crystal glowed against his chest.  That familiar presence entered his mind quietly like a ray of sunlight peeking from behind a cloud.
 
   Even when she would marry another? came the calm, deeply resonating voice of the other presence.
 
   Steve had already learned controlling speech was an entirely different matter than controlling one’s own thoughts, and before he could think otherwise…
 
   Yes, he replied.
 
   And the prince?
 
   The prince can go to—  Steve abruptly clipped that sentiment off in mid-thought.  With his eyes closed, he stepped back from Sonya, forcibly shutting down his traitorous feelings.  What are you trying to make me do? he demanded silently.  If I screw with the prophecy, I take a chance on everything—
 
   I am aware of the responsibilities you hold toward your friends, and all sentient beings of Mithal.  All that you are, I share.  And in sharing thus, I have heard you wage this same conflict within yourself a hundred times.
 
   “You’re hearing it again, aren’t you?” Sonya asked concerned.  “I can see it in your face.”  She waved a hand before his eyes.  “Steve, can you hear me?”
 
   His eyes moved and he looked at her.  “Yes, I can hear you.”
 
   Would you speak your feelings to her?
 
   Shut up.
 
   ?
 
   Yes, shut--up!
 
   “Steve, what’s it saying to you?” she asked.
 
   “It…it’s nothing,” he replied hesitantly, torn between the conversation in his mind and the physical world.  “Can we please change the subject?”
 
   “Not if this thing might somehow be able to help the Resistance.”
 
   “Sonya, please!”  Even as Steve raised his voice to her he was already sorry, as much so as she was surprised.  “Look, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to shout.  Just trust me, this thing has absolutely no concern for the Resistance, or for fulfilling the prophecy.  It has no interest in anyone save me—and what makes me such a special concern to it I couldn’t even begin to tell you.”
 
   Sonya looked at him sympathetically, but also a little worried.  “It isn’t harmful, is it?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  It’s just that…you know how you get these thoughts in your head that are there for just an instant, and you know you wouldn’t act on them but…”
 
   Sonya was nodding.  “But the thought was there anyway?”
 
   “Exactly.  Well, whatever this voice is, it listens to those thoughts and makes me consider them a little more seriously than I should.”
 
   Sonya looked relieved, and yet a little disappointed at the same time.  “Well, I’m glad it’s not overly bothersome.  Though I am sorry that—whatever it is—it isn’t of help to our cause.”  Then her eyes looked playful and with a winsome smile she asked, “Just what kinds of thoughts are we talking about here?”
 
   Steve wagged a finger at her reproachfully but couldn’t hide his mirth.  “Rated PG, thank you very much.”
 
   Sonya was nodding, but looked wholly unconvinced.  “And you can be sure I believe that, too.”
 
   Steve poked her in the ribs and punctuated it with a, “Why you little…!”
 
   She shrieked and darted away with Steve hot on her trail.
 
   “Ah, blast the bad luck!” Jiv said slowing from a run as he reached the place the two young people had only just been.  He bent and rested with his hands on his thighs as he breathed heavily, and silently cursed the forces of nature that didn’t see fit to give sprites wings.  Then, pausing only a moment more to catch his breath, set off at a run once more.
 
   Steve dived for her waist and his hand brushed her clothing for a split second, but Sonya twisted and veered and Steve went headlong into the tall grass.
 
   Sonya ran for several more moments before she realized she had lost her pursuer.  Slowing to a walk, she turned and peered into the darkness, trying to find where her friend had gone.  Gradually, moving carefully, she retraced her steps.
 
   “Steve?” she called.  When there was no answer, her brow knit in concern.  “Steve, are you all right?  Where are you?”  Her steps came quicker with her mounting apprehension until ultimately she was racing from one place to the next to find him.  “Steve!  Steve, where are you?  Ste—“
 
   Her foot brushed something solid in the grass and, dropping to her knees in the darkness, she found him there lying face flat on the ground.  With a little effort, she managed to roll him to his back.
 
   “Steve, are you—“
 
   Steve’s eyes opened and his arms shot out like twin vipers to wrap around her waist and then roll her beneath him.  By the time it was all over Sonya was staring up at him, her surprise evident on her face.
 
   “You know,” Steve was saying somewhat smugly, “that has got to be one of the oldest tricks in the book.”  He watched as the realization, and then frisky defiance, slowly crept into her eyes and then—
 
   “Woah!”
 
   With amazing agility, Sonya shifted her weight just enough to continue the roll and bring herself back on top, straddling Steve’s waist.  She put her hands about his throat as if to choke him, and laughed, “You jerk!  You scared me half to death!”
 
   “What?” Steve asked innocently.
 
   “You know exactly what—or have you forgotten I’ve already raised you from the dead once already?”
 
   Steve had to concede she had a point there.  “Okay, you’re right.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “You should be,” Sonya replied trying to sound hurt, but not entirely succeeding.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
 
   Moving her hands to her hips, she pretended to think it over before saying, “Maybe one more.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Steve piped obediently.  “So am I forgiven now?”
 
   “All right,” she said raising her index finger like a teacher might scold a student, “but only because I’m a nice person.”
 
   “Oh, but of course.”
 
   With a short laugh, Steve rolled out from under her as she leaned and then he seated himself cross-legged in front of her.  For several moments, they did not speak, and in the uninterrupted silence Steve noticed the moonlight gave Sonya’s hair a dark luster he had never seen before.  He very nearly mentioned it before a sudden sound cut him off.  Sonya, too, had heard it, and Steve placed a finger to his lips at her questioning glance.  He was not sure why, but caution told him to remain motionless until he was sure of who it was.
 
   Steve reached out with his thoughts into the darkness and Kayliss answered, his massive form hidden in the tall grass not more than twenty feet away.  The great tiger was somewhere behind them, but the noise had come from somewhere in front.  Steve’s caution grew.  The sound might very well have gone totally unnoticed for some time had not their conversation turned to silence.  Something out there was getting progressively closer, the sound of it moving through the grass getting louder.
 
   No, Steve replied in response to Kayliss’s urge to hunt.  Not yet.  He could understand the big cat’s impatience, for the wind was blowing in the wrong direction for the tiger to get a scent, and who or what was out there was something they both would have been more comfortable in knowing.
 
   Steve and Sonya raised their heads slowly out of the grass and, indistinct at first, then appearing more clearly, two figures emerged out of the gloom and shadow walking hand-in-hand.  In a few more moments, the moonlight revealed the silhouettes of their friends, Scott and Kurella.
 
   Sonya leaned close and whispered in Steve’s ear, “You never told me those two were an item.”
 
   “I didn’t know it had gone quite this far,” Steve whispered back with a shrug.
 
   Scott and Kurella approached at an oblique to Steve and Sonya’s hiding place, and when they stopped they were less than a hundred feet away.  They then turned and faced one another, their profiles oddly somber and intently serious.
 
   “I am ready, beloved,” Kurella said to Scott.
 
   “Then so am I,” Scott replied.
 
   Sonya seized Steve by the arm and pulled him down, barely able to quiet her uncontrollable giggling.  “I don’t think they would appreciate us watching this.”  Steve tried to quiet her by placing a hand over her mouth, but it served to make her giggle all the more.
 
   Then the sound of the change abruptly quieted them both.
 
   Together they raised their heads above the top of the grass line once more.  Kurella – or at least what once was Kurella – growled monstrously as bones continued to stretch and settle into joints newly formed.  The tendons in her hands thickened and stood out remarkably beneath her skin for a moment before her skin darkened and disappeared under a heavy coat of fur.  The nails across her fingers and toes turned dark and lengthened into a fearsome set of claws.
 
   Scott’s eyes stayed resolutely on the form of his lover, and his countenance remained devoid of expression even in the face of her startling metamorphosis.
 
   Kurella howled mournfully as her muzzle took shape, exposing the deadly lengths of her fangs.  Until now, she had always hidden the change from Scott; he had seen her only as one or the other, the woman or the wolf, and the sound escaping her expressed her fear he would somehow shun her should he ever see the startling change.  Humans had always hated wolves, viewing them with a mixture of fear and loathing for what they are.  But now it was all very real; the two were one, and together they were the werewolf.  With the transformation complete, Scott looked up into the red eyes of Kurella, and smiled.
 
   Even standing seven feet tall and built like a nightmare made flesh, Kurella could still look heartsick and vulnerable.  “I am ashamed,” she said, her voice keening with a canine’s whine.  
 
   Scott shook his head, “No.  Don’t be.  I love everything about you, and what you and your people have is beautiful.”  Kurella looked back at him, the red of her eyes showing adoration, a low, throaty growl rumbling in her chest.  Scott then took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “I’m ready.”
 
   Kurella nodded once slowly, and then, cradling the back of his head in one huge clawed hand, she poised the other high in the air, her deadly talons glinting in the moonlight.
 
   Steve’s heartbeat quickened in alarm.  “What the hell is this?”
 
   Kurella paused.  “I love you,” she said.
 
   “And I love you,” Scott replied.
 
   With an ear-splitting, animal scream, Kurella’s upraised hand came swiftly down on Scott’s throat.
 
   “Noooo!” Steve cried leaping to his feet.
 
   Kurella’s head snapped around and, seeing him, she released her grip on Scott and fled into the darkness.  In almost the same instant, Steve sprinted the distance to his fallen friend and paused in horror at the state of the body.
 
   Sonya arrived only moments behind him and immediately dropped to her knees beside Scott’s twitching form.  Without hesitation, she placed her hands over his throat and her entire being ignited wildly in a brilliant golden aura.  She focused her power and willed the tissues to mend, the cells to knit and become whole once more.
 
   But something was wrong.
 
   “It won’t close,” she sobbed, tears streaming down her cheeks as the fear poured into her voice.  “Oh, no, don’t do this to me!  Scott, hold on!”
 
   Steve staggered a moment where he stood and then collapsed as his legs gave out.  Numbly he reached into his mind and searched for the other presence.  He searched for long moments, but nothing.
 
   Answer me! he screamed within himself, yet still nothing.  Answer! he screamed again.
 
   The time Steve waited for a reply—any sign of acknowledgement—might well have been an eternity, as his friend’s life’s blood continued to drain from his body, flowing between Sonya’s fingers that now gripped the wound in a vain attempt to stave off death.
 
   What Steve had feared since first arriving on Mithal had finally come to pass.  One of his friends, who should never have come to be involved in the war of another world, now lay dead.  Still unable to grasp the loss, Steve looked over at the still form of his friend—and then suddenly the belief was there.  And anger.  An anger that burned him so deeply it touched the fringes of his very soul.  The beating of his heart quickened, his blood raced, and the burning anger ignited a fire that poured hatred through him and brought him to the very threshold of insanity.
 
   Then Steve raised his eyes.  “Kayliss, kill her!” he thundered.
 
   Thirty feet away, a massive, white streak tore through the grass like a crossbow bolt.  With the crystal singing shrill in his ears, Steve leaped from the ground and followed it.
 
   “Steve, don’t!” Sonya called after him, and then shrieked as a tiny man jumped into her lap.
 
   “Thanks be ta God I found ya, lass!”
 
   “Jiv, not now,” she said through her tears.  She moved as if to wipe at her eyes but her hands remained covered in Scott’s blood.  “I don’t want to—“
 
   “Lissen up, lass!  Ah realize ee was your friend an all, but there be bigger trouble un that.  They found the emperor dead with’is guts all torn out.  An if  ‘Aldorum’s right, it be a far cry from over.  Ya’ve got ta get back!”
 
   Sonya hesitated a moment, briefly confused about what to do next, not wanting to leave her friend but knowing others needed her, before finally wiping as much of the blood as she could on her trousers.  Then, pausing only long enough to scoop Jiv up in her hands, she stood and ran, sobbing, back in the direction of the camp.
 
   Kurella’s forward and back claws dug deep into the earth with every stride as she propelled herself headlong with powerful lunges.  The ground passed by beneath her in a dizzying blur and the shortening grass whipped at her flanks, and still a quick glance over her shoulder showed something was blazing a trail through the field behind her.  And gaining.  It was more than just something.  Kayliss was fast behind her and, at this rate, he would overtake her before she could escape the Crag and into the swamp beyond.  Given that, it seemed Fate had dealt her a single, inexorable choice.
 
   Kurella slowed to a stop and stood erect, the grass here reaching just above her calves, and waited.  Possessing neither silver nor magic, the tiger could not actually kill her, but it was  entirely possible for a wolf to be wounded beyond the ability to heal properly, and life as a crippled wolf that could neither hunt nor fight was a worse fate for a lupine than death could ever be.
 
   Kayliss appeared out of the taller grasses, his ghostly white tigrine form moving rhythmically in the moonlight.  He closed the distance and then, with a savage roar, the great cat leaped at her.  Kurella instinctively ducked, and then howled as Kayliss’s claws raked her back as he sailed over.
 
   Kurella stood, growling against the pain.  She whirled around to face the tiger only to be hit from behind as Steve, screaming his fury, barreled into her out of the darkness with the force of a cannonball.  Incredibly, the wolf-girl left the ground, flying nearly a straight line only to come down again in an uncontrollable roll twenty-five feet away.
 
   Kurella staggered to her feet and then fell, her concentration seemingly lost and her senses confused, as her focus on the spirit of the wolf that maintained her fearsome form waned.  Her body reverted back to its natural form even as she lie stunned and disoriented with her face in the grass.  Groaning with extreme effort, she managed to rise to all fours before a hand closed around her throat and lifted her into the air.
 
   “He trusted you!” Steve screamed, his cheeks streaked with his own tears.  “He trusted you and you killed him!”
 
   Kurella’s hands instinctively closed about Steve’s wrist.
 
   “Change back!” Steve commanded her.  “Do it!  Now!”
 
   When she did not the grip about her neck tightened and Kurella gasped for air.  His hold upon her tightened further, but she did not change.
 
   “I… will… not,” she choked.  Already her lungs were seizing, trying to draw in the air for which she was starving.
 
   “Change!” Steve bellowed.  “Change!”
 
   The power of his voice hit her like a fist and Kurella’s head lolled as her eyes rolled back in her head.  Steve watched her with fury bordering on madness as she started to slip into unconsciousness.  It would be easy, he knew, simply to snap her neck.  His rage drew a vision of himself ripping her apart, tearing her limb from limb, and spreading her parts throughout Shallows Crag…
 
   It would be so easy.  And yet…
 
   Kurella collapsed onto all fours, taking in huge breaths of air as Steve wept above her with his head in his hands.  He could not understand his hesitation, and he cursed his own weakness.  Here she was, the murderer of his best friend, defenseless, and he could not even bring himself to avenge Scott’s death.
 
   What the hell is wrong with me!
 
   Then distant shouts and the sound of combat brought him about and drew his gaze in the direction of the camp.  His eyes glowed with a white nimbus as the magic in his blood took on a new form, and the faraway scene rushed toward him under the magic magnification.  He did not understand what was happening, or how it was possible, but a huge, unearthly green portal had opened in the center of the camp and hordes of Shangee and Jalkora were flooding through it.
 
   Steve bared his teeth and spittle flew forth as he exhaled with a vicious smile, for now he had an enemy he could hate.  This was an enemy he could kill; a conduit to vent his grief and anger his conscience would not dare rise against.  He drew his sword and jumped to Kayliss’s back, urging the tiger into a full run to where the fighting was heaviest.
 
   He wanted only to hate…and to kill.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXIII
 
   The guard kicked open the door and rushed, in followed by two of his fellows, swords drawn, with Haldorum, General Duva, and Haze close behind.  Although prepared for the worst, nothing prepared them for what they found.  The Emperor lie on the floor in a pool of his own blood, one knee bent, hands frozen in a gross imitation of claws as he had scratched at the floorboards when death overcame him.  A small trickle of blood had run from the left corner of his mouth, nearly dry with the passage of time.  What chilled them to their very bones, however, was the gaping hole in the emperor’s stomach from which the pool of blood had come.
 
   “By the Third!” General Duva whispered with eyes wide.
 
   “There!” Haldorum said pointing to the left of the Emperor.
 
   Where the dark pool of blood ended there began tiny, clawed footprints with wide smears to either side.  They led away from the body and then ended in a large spattering beneath a broken window.  The wizard crossed the room to the trail and kneeled down.
 
   “A parasite of some kind.”  He pointed to one side of the footprints and then to the other.  “These smears are its wings, no doubt.”  The old wizard’s head came up suddenly and he cursed himself for underestimating the sorcerer’s cunning.  Despite their losses, he knew the escape from the palace had been altogether too easy.  Azinon had wanted them to escape with the emperor from the very start.
 
   Haldorum looked to Haze.  “What is the hour?”
 
                 “Perhaps a quarter turn to midnight.”
 
   The time of dark passing, the wizard thought.  The time when Azinon can open a portal of his own.
 
   “It has been many hours since this parasite emerged.  He knows where we are.  We have got to move—now!”
 
   “You two,” Haze said to the guards to his right, “sound the evacuation immediately.”
 
   The two men disappeared even as Haldorum rose to his feet and began motioning for everyone to clear the room.
 
   “But what of the Emperor?” General Duva exclaimed.
 
   “Move!” Haldorum shot back, shoving him out the door.  “There is little time until midnight.  You see to the Resistance and I will take care of things here.”
 
   Everyone poured out of the Emperor’s chambers, and all but Haldorum set out immediately at a full run, each in a separate direction to spread the word and hastily gather up what things they could.  Haldorum turned beneath the light of the full moon and sadly looked upon the structure that housed the body of the former great leader of the races.  They would all continue to fight on, he knew, even in the face of what could only mean certain failure.  With the last of the imperial line gone there would be no way to fulfill the millennium-old prophecy.
 
   Haldorum walked a few steps to his left and took down the torch burning atop the pole there, and then with great sadness he said, “You will be sorely missed, Your Majesty.”  The torch swooshed through the air as the old wizard tossed it in the open door of the Emperor’s chambers.  Within moments, the furnishings were ablaze.
 
   “Sorely missed, indeed.”
 
   The steady trumpeting of the horn brought him about and made him remember where he was.  It was the signal for the evacuation and the sound stirred the entire encampment into action.  Haldorum headed west, for the fringes of the camp, already preparing the spell that would open the largest portal his abilities would allow, when screams and shouts of alarm issued from center camp and brought him about once more.
 
   Scores of jalkora flooded through the green light of the coruscating portal in wave after killing wave, their hideous faces screeching blood lust and their huge pincers slashing wildly at the air.  They pursued with long strides anything that moved, cutting down men, women, and horses alike, as well as smashing carts and wagons and rending gaping holes in wooden structures as they went.  They spread out from the center of camp, moving in all directions like maddened animals, wreaking havoc and bent on destruction.
 
   The first of the men-at-arms appeared on horseback with their swords resting secured at their hips and their lariats balanced on nimble fingers.
 
   One chitinous monstrosity smashed a tremendous hole through the side of a wooden wall and answered the terrified screams of the women and children inside with its own bloodthirsty cry.  It took a mighty step forward and raised an arm to strike when a well-aimed lasso fastened around its neck.  The man-at-arms rushed by at a full gallop with the opposite end of the rope secured around the horn of his saddle.  The Jalkora opened its mouth to scream in rage just as the rope snapped taut and ripped its head from its shoulders.  The headless torso flailed for another long moment, its hot, ichorous life fluid spraying upward from the exposed arteries, before collapsing like an unstrung marionette.
 
   A second man-at-arms galloped through the screaming beasts and took the life of yet another, only to have his mount cut out from under him as he passed too close to another of the beasts.  The Resistance soldier rolled to his feet with his sword already in hand as the monster charged.  A skillful fighter, he ducked a sweeping blow from a claw that he returned to the Jalkora’s forearm to no avail.  The other men-at-arms pressed their attack into the throng of battle; two died immediately while another went down with his mount as a roped claw yanked the horse off its feet.  The tide of battle turned dramatically in favor of the enemy in the next minute, as there were simply too many for so few prepared to fight.  The portal’s light surged, and still more of the hell spawn charged through.
 
   The jalkora rampaged to all parts of the Resistance, catching most so unawares they either died on the spot or fled without so much as the time to salvage their weapons.  Those who were able moved to the location designated for emergency evacuation, but most simply fled from the savage warrior-beasts in whichever direction they could.
 
   Not far from the center of camp, General Duva engaged two of the Jalkora, his only weapon now a spear he had seized from the ground when his sword had been knocked away.  It was a near useless weapon against the chitinous armor, but to turn his back and run was equally suicidal.  The general backed away as quickly as he could, swinging and thrusting with his spear as the monsters pressed closer toward him.  He then lunged for the first but a claw clamped down on the shaft and a second severed the end of his spear with a loud snap.  Without a weapon, General Duva pitched what was left of his spear at the jalkora and grimly waited the few seconds it would take for death to take him.  The two towering monsters pressed in with savage anticipation of a kill, their dark eyes glinting in the moonlight and their claws poised to strike.  There was a momentary flash of blue light as a bolt struck the closest of the creatures and it exploded into a dozen pieces, spraying thick ichor and body parts in all directions.  The other creature turned as the legs of the first, no longer attached to a torso, fell in opposite directions, and was in time to raise a pincer in defense before the second bolt struck it in the shoulder, blowing its socket wide open.  The monster’s scream of pain ended abruptly as Haldorum’s third bolt struck it square in the face and exploded its head like a pumpkin.
 
   General Duva looked up from the ground where the first explosion had thrown him and slowly lowered his arm he had instinctively raised to protect his face.
 
   Haldorum ran up to him asking, “Are you all right?”
 
   The general appeared stunned and amazed at the wizard’s power--as well that he was still alive--before taking Haldorum’s offered hand and climbed to his feet.  “Well enough to fight,” he said.
 
   “Have you seen Sonya anywhere?”
 
   “Not since she disappeared earlier this evening.”
 
   The old wizard cursed silently and then paused a moment before saying, “Go back the way I came, and when you reach the stables you will find a portal there.  Get as many through it as you can.  Here –“ he tore a pouch from his belt and placed in the general’s hand – “release the dust in the portal if any of the jalkora get near.  Now go!”
 
   The two men ran in opposite directions, one for the outskirts of the camp and other for the center.  Haldorum moved like a man half his age as he searched for Sonya, and barely in time was he to raise his staff as one of the jalkora, all four pincers dripping with the blood of who knew how many men and women, lunged out from behind the cover of a tent only half standing.  The bolt struck the creature in the midriff and suddenly it was no more.  The old wizard whirled as another charged and loosed another bolt, cutting the beast in half.  Certain his path was clear once more, he set off at a more cautious run.
 
   Haze and Kamarine dived for cover behind the rampart just as a score of mounted cavalrymen charged by them with lowered lances.  The warrior and assassin each drew up to their knees and peered over the edge just as the first lances met with the line of jalkora.  Sparks flew as steel met the hides of the powerful monsters but not a single beast died in the charge.
 
   “Damn!” Haze swore.  With fire in his eyes, he moved behind the wooden stinger, a massive crossbow set upon a wheeled tripod.  Carefully he aimed and then fired, the recoil enough to throw a smaller man, but Haze held his ground.  The projectile slammed into one of the jalkora and momentarily staggered the monster but did little more than draw its attention.
 
   The color drained from Kamarine’s face as the fearsome hell-spawn turned and charged their place of protection.  “You just made a bad situation worse, my friend,” he said readying to flee.
 
   “That armor they call skin makes them nearly impenetrable,” Lurin said running up beside them, “but only nearly.”
 
   With skill that rivaled the best archers in the land, the woodsman drew back on his bow and loosed.  The arrow whistled briefly as it cut the air and then buried half the length of its shaft in the crab-like socket of the beast’s eye.  Lurin smiled grimly as the jalkora dropped and skidded to a halt face first without another sound.
 
   “Can you bring them all down?”  Haze asked..
 
   “Not unless you can get them all to stand still and smile in my direction.”
 
   “That is quite all right, woodsman,” Kamarine assured him with a pat on the shoulder.  “I am not really—by the powers of light!” he cried pointing.
 
   Each followed the assassin’s finger and none witnessing could hide the disbelief from their faces.  Steve brandished a white-hot length of steel in his right hand, and screamed as he mindlessly attacked the next jalkora within reach.  Kayliss was not far away, tearing and rending apart the monsters about him even as more still closed in on the pair from every direction.  Where steel had failed, it seemed the great cat’s claws did not.  Twelve-hundred pounds of tigrine flesh leaped onto an unfortunate monster’s back and bore it to the ground.  The creature screeched in agony as Kayliss held the creature’s head down under one massive paw and hooked the claws of the other in at the neck.  With a sickening spray of gore and clinging sinew, the jalkora screeched in agony as the tiger ripped away the entire back plate of its carapace.
 
   “They are going to be slaughtered!” Haze exclaimed even as Steve brought down two more of the jalkora.  His blade, charged with an impressive magic none had ever witnessed before, cut through the chitinous monsters like hanging bed sheets, but two more converged on the man and tiger for every one that died.
 
   “Look out!” Lurin cried in warning.
 
   Haze and Kamarine dived in opposite directions just as a pincer crashed down between them.
 
   Sonya raced from the field with Jiv clinging tightly to her shoulder.  From her position she could see the luminescent green light shining in the distance near the center of camp, as well as hear the sounds of fighting and the terrified screams of those trying to flee.  Unarmed men and women already passed her in their retreat, some only half dressed, as they ran with no other goal save to get away from the chaos and bloodshed behind them.
 
   Sonya ran past the tents of the enlisted, the border marking the outskirts of the camp, until she came to the main road.  She turned there and ran for the center of the camp but horror struck her in less than fifty yards.  She stopped dead in her tracks and nearly threw the sprite on her shoulder with the suddenness of it.
 
   Jiv scrambled back to the top of her shoulder and grabbed the collar of her shirt saying, “Easy, lass!  Ya’ almost…”
 
   The sprite’s words were lost as he too saw what had so abruptly stopped her.  A jalkora, towering and frighteningly huge—but what it held could not possibly be real.  Sonya shook her head, not wanting to believe it.  The creature turned its mottled pate in her direction to regard her with cancrine eyes.  Seemingly no longer interested in its lifeless trophy, it cast aside the bloody pieces of a man it held in three of its four pincers.  The monster then raised its arms to the sky and bellowed like a maddened animal triumphant before centering its full attention on the young woman standing frightened before it.  With measured steps, the hellish creature stalked her, yellow eyes glaring.
 
   Sonya stood rigidly in place before the advancing monster, her eyes wide and her heart racing within her chest.  She wanted to flee but couldn’t move.  She could only watch as the jalkora closed the distance between the two of them, its pincers bloody and held ready at its sides.
 
   “Ya’ve got ta run, lass!” Jiv shouted in her ear.
 
   Sonya remained, her eyes fixed.
 
   “Are ya earin’ what ah’m sayin?  Yer the Third Power, lass, an ya’ve got ta survive no matter what.  Without ya there’ll be millions more like Scott ta die!”
 
   Closer still, pincers widening.
 
   “Are ya earin’ me, lass?  Yer friends, yer family, ev’ryone ya hold dear!”
 
   My friends? Sonya thought, and the wall of her fear began to crumble under that realization.  Steve, Kayliss, Haldorum and the others to die.  And my family?
 
   “My children!” she shouted in alarm.  Her vision filled with the looming shape of the jalkora stalking her and became her world.  The fear for her life changed into fear for her children as yet unborn.
 
   “No!” she cried out.
 
   The jalkora raised its pincer to strike and Sonya threw her will at the creature with an upraised hand at arm’s length.  The creature did not move, however; rather it was she who left her feet and flew backward under a wave of propellant magic.  The fiery golden aura that had ignited about her faded as she hit the ground with her back twenty feet away and lost her concentration.
 
   The jalkora bellowed its fury and quickly came on again.
 
   Jiv ducked inside Sonya’s shirt collar only a moment before the young woman rolled desperately away from the creature’s upraised foot, barely escaping as its full weight crashed down a moment later.  Sonya scrambled to her feet as the jalkora turned to face her.  Again, she raised her hands and her aura flared to life in answer to her call.  She unleashed her will a second time, and twice in less than a minute she flew backward once more.  Pain wracked her body as she struck the ground, and through it all she still had the presence of mind to be frustrated.  Steve had explained to her how he was able to manipulate the physical world around him and, despite her best efforts, she could not duplicate his results—in fact, this was exactly the opposite.  It was as though the very execution of their powers worked in opposition.
 
   Of course!  Sonya could have kicked herself if she’d only had the time.
 
   She jumped to her feet as the jalkora charged and she could see this time the beast did not intend to miss.  With its arms spread wide it rushed upon the young woman and she prayed her feeling about this was right.  Daring to close her eyes, she summoned her will for what would be the final time if she was wrong.  Nearly upon her, the four-armed monstrosity screamed and Sonya became engulfed in golden fire as she released her will, this time upon herself.  Sonya vaulted high into the air under the propelling magic, arcing to a nearby rooftop, and grunted as she hit the sloped surface with her feet.  Losing her balance, she fell and rolled, nearly going over the side before catching herself and stopping the roll..
 
   “So much for grace,” she chided herself, and climbed carefully back to her feet.  She looked over to the furious jalkora that had taken to slashing the insubstantial air in its rage.  Sonya smiled smugly saying, “Sorry.  You win some…”
 
   Her footing shifted violently beneath her feet as two more jalkora from the other side ripped out a corner of the shoddy structure she stood upon.  With another powerful swipe, a section of the adjoining wall went with it.  Sonya ran across the roof and dived upward toward the night sky, the fire of her power piercing the darkness and carrying her ever higher.  With a little concentration, she brought herself to a slow stop, faltered, and then rose again to hover above the camp a hundred feet above the ground, her hands instinctively moving out from her sides for balance.  When she was sure she would not fall, she turned her attention to the horror of the scene below.  All around the dead—often dismembered—bodies of soldiers littered the ground.  And these were merely those she could see in the fire light of the burning tents and wooden buildings.  God only knew how many were hidden by the vast shadows across the camp.  As those people who were still alive ran for safety, a score or more soldiers she could see had recaptured their panicked mounts and were even now riding into battle with the ever-increasing numbers of jalkora flowing through the magical green gate, armed only with lariats or lances as a means of attack.  She knew that somehow that portal had to be sealed if they were going to have a chance of surviving against the hellish creatures.
 
   On the ground below her, a jalkora snarled at the golden glow above and seized a barrel in its massive pincer.  With the strength of a small catapult, it hurled the barrel and in one sudden, panic-ridden moment Sonya hurtled skyward like a golden-tailed comet until the barrel lost its momentum and fell back to the earth.
 
   Steve plunged a half meter of glowing steel into the chest of the jalkora, ducking a death throe swipe of its pincer, twisted once and then withdrew in time to shear off two arms of another.  Behind him he could hear the concussions of Haldorum’s magic, one explosion after another coupled with the short, abruptly-ended screams of the jalkora he fought.  Mixed with this he could hear the savagery of Kayliss’s battle not far away.  Steve’s blade whirled like a white wraith as he slashed, ducked, and hacked his way through the pressing masses of cancrine flesh, their bodies stacking up in greater and greater numbers in what had become an arena of ichor and rent tissue.  The young man’s chest heaved in ever deepening breaths but he continued to fight, spurred on by the memory of his friend’s death and shamed by his inability to kill his murderer.  All around him the jalkora continued to press in greater numbers as they poured through the gate without stopping.
 
   Steve leaped and somersaulted once in the air to land behind one of the attacking beasts.  He placed his hand on the creature’s back and the jalkora threw its arms out wide as it screamed.  Following Steve’s overpowering will, it crushed the skull of another hulking monster with a downward swipe of its pincered arm and then died as the young wizard’s white hot blade emerged from its chest.  Pulling his sword free, Steve whirled in time to meet the attack of two more.  The first went down almost immediately, cleaved from right shoulder to left hip, but when the young man turned on the other it erupted in blue flames and dropped to the ground.  Haldorum jumped over its fallen corpse and continued the fight at the younger wizard’s side.  Haldorum’s staff glowed with his own magical energy and, with Haze and the others already safely evacuated, he now fought for an escape for themselves.
 
   “Steven, this is helping no one!” Haldorum yelled as he unleashed another bolt.  “They are all through the camp.  We have got to leave!  Aahh!”  The old wizard screamed as a jalkora scored him across the shoulder and Haldorum turned with a fierce swing to crush the monster’s knee.  It fell forward and met its end as the metal-tipped end of the energy-charged staff crushed its skull in a vicious downward swing.
 
   Winded and growing nearer to exhaustion, Steve could not—or would not—listen to the wizard’s words.  He fought on like a maddened animal, now attacking with wild swings that threatened to overbalance him as his stamina waned.  He growled his hatred for himself and for the things he fought, the death of his friend and for who knew how many untold thousands of soldiers who died that night.  Another jalkora rushed toward him and the youth was already swinging his blade when a golden, translucent hemisphere materialized all around him.  The shock of it made Steve forget his anger for a moment and the charging jalkora crashed into it with bone breaking might.
 
   Haldorum looked around from within the protection of the translucent, golden dome in wide-eyed amazement.  He could not help but run his finger along the interior, finding it smooth to the touch and harder than iron.  “A shield,” he breathed.  He looked around for the source but could not see through the ever-thickening mass of armored bodies that now surrounded the two men and the pacing tiger that hissed at the pressing enemy.  Then he saw her above, hovering in the air, lost in concentration with her hands held toward them.
 
   Steve followed Haldorum’s gaze.  “Sonya, let me go!” he screamed at her.  He lashed out in anger at the golden shield but his sword only screeched against the surface with a flash of white and gold sparks.
 
   And then Haldorum’s hands were on Steve’s shoulders, spinning him around.  “Listen to me, Steven!  There is nothing more you can do here.  If you stay, you die, and we still need your help.”
 
   Steve sagged in the wizard’s grip and looked down helplessly at the sword in his right hand.  He shook his head and shrugged, not knowing whether to cry, scream, or both.
 
   “He’s dead, Haldorum.  He was standing there and she killed him.”
 
   “We have all lost friends, and there are others who’ve lost families as well.  Thousands have died tonight but there are still thousands more who need us—more than ever!”
 
   Steve seemed to deflate as he raised his eyes slowly, the fight seemingly draining out of him.  He knew the the elder wizard was right.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “All right then,” Haldorum said.  He turned to open a portal and Steve seized his wrist.
 
   “Wait, where are we going?”
 
   “To the plains outside the Memsherar.”
 
   “No,” he said with a shake of his head.  He sighed, not believing what he was about to suggest.  “I have a better idea.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXIV
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” King Gorium bellowed as he stormed into the library.  The Jisetrian king was dressed only in an evening robe and slippers, a clear indication his four unexpected visitors had awakened him from a sound slumber.  Haldorum, Steve, Sonya and Kayliss looked up as His Majesty stepped into the room with the old librarian Duncan, who had carried the message to his monarch.
 
   The king, upon seeing them, opened his mouth to bellow further but then stopped as he took in their condition, battle-worn and covered in blood and ichor, both red and green.
 
   “By the Third!  What happened to you?” he asked.
 
   “I’m starting to hate that expression,” Sonya replied wearily.
 
   “We fell under attack,” Haldorum answered, “almost before we had warning.  We lost nearly a third of our forces, most of our supplies, weapons and, except for a few cavalry mounts, all of our animals.”
 
   Gorium looked them over as suspicion slowly crept over his features.  “I am sorry to hear of your losses but that hardly justifies your presence here.  You may tell the Emperor that—“
 
   “If the emperor was still alive I would gladly tell him anything you wanted,” Steve interrupted.  There was an uneasy silence as the king looked genuinely struck by that news.  By way of explanation, Steve continued, “Azinon put some kind of creature in him.  The Emperor died of his wounds before the initial attack had even begun.”
 
   Gorium breathed deeply and exhaled slowly.  “I see.  I am truly sorry to hear this.  I wish there were more that could be done.”
 
   “What do you mean you wish?” Steve asked with such temper even Haldorum looked surprised.  “You know damn well what you can do!”
 
   The winged monarch’s brow knit together in recalcitrant stubbornness.  “Impossible!” he blurted, and then marched back toward the entrance.  “Now all of you get out!”
 
   Steve raised his hand and the force of his will slammed the chamber doors shut with a resounding double boom.
 
   King Gorium whirled back again, “You dare!”
 
   Haldorum stepped back out of the way and seated himself atop the table as the young wizard and Jisetrian king closed the distance between each other with tempers flaring; fully prepared, it seemed, to let this play out
 
   “That’s right, I dare!” Steve shot right back.  “You know it’s the only way.”
 
   “I know that since the time of the end of the Emperor’s reign there has been nothing but distrust and animosity between the races—and for good reason!  I know also just the presence of you four alone in my kingdom puts my people at risk.”  King Gorium’s wings flew out wide in a gesture that imitated the same motion with his arms.  “Never mind what you are suggesting!”
 
   Steve didn’t budge.  “On my world change and adaptation are the things that allowed us to survive throughout our history”—he pointed at the monarch’s chest—“and as much as you might like to think otherwise, things are no different here.  You and your people have been idly watching the human race wage a war that is every bit as much your fight as it is ours.  And while you watch Azinon slowly wear us down, you are watching the clock count down on your own race as well.”
 
   “Nay, wizard!  The only travelers going to the gray are those of your pathetic Resistance.  If the Dark One turns his sights on the Jisetrian kingdom, let him come!  We are well fortified and there is not a single Jisetrian who is not to take up arms and fly into battle.  What the humans of this world have refused to grasp these nearly twenty years of fighting is if Azinon was powerful enough to seize the empire in its prime then the efforts of your pitiable band are nothing to him!  Resisting only speeds you to your graves—as you have proven this night.”
 
   “And the plague?” Sonya’s voice came from the side.
 
   King Gorium and Steve seethed at each other in silence for several long heartbeats before the winged monarch finally turned his gaze in her direction.
 
   “How many men, women, and children do you lose every day, Your Majesty?  Ten?  Twenty?  On the average, that’s about how many humans I have cured each day since discovering my powers.  If you were to join us, you would not only be securing the fate of your kingdom, but I could ensure you never again lose a Jisetrian to the sickness.  Ever.”  When at first King Gorium did not answer Sonya added, “Your daughter told me you lost your wife to the plague.  If she were still here—”
 
   “My wife is not here!” he hissed, and in his face was a mixture of grief, anger, and despair.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to bring up any bad memories.”
 
   “None of my memories of her are such, but it is painful to remember those whom you can never have back again.”
 
   Sonya nodded, but she continued to press.  “Your Majesty, you must do what is best for your people.  You have before you an option to solve their problem.  Think of your daughter.”
 
   King Gorium smiled at some sad, inner joke and slowly paced away from Steve.  “Always, my dear, do I think of my daughter, for what she feels and thinks can affect much of what I do.  She was greatly saddened—and ashamed, I would think—when she returned to inform me there would be no wedding.  And as for our ‘problem’, as you put it, it is indeed my duty as ruler to see to the welfare of my subjects.  But even I cannot expect them to put aside their personal feelings toward your kind, regardless of what they have to gain.”
 
   “Your people,” Steve said, “seemed willing enough to accept me—and I was engaged to your daughter.”
 
   “You are but one, Steven; and a human, yes, but an alien to this world at the same time.  Odd as that sounds, it makes a difference to them—to us all.  Moreover, you are a wizard, and the children you would have produced with my daughter would have introduced powerful magic into the line.  Even the most stubborn of my people cannot deny the advantages of that.”
 
   “From the time the first signs of the sickness are discovered it can take less than a week to die,” Steve argued, almost pleaded.  “Can the most stubborn of your people deny they could very well be next?”
 
   Gorium shook his head sadly.  “They will not ally with you merely for reason to save themselves.  We are a proud people.  When the time comes to fight, those of us who are left will be there to answer the call.”
 
   Steve looked aside at no one in particular and shook his head with a look that spoke a mixture of disbelief and exasperation.  “I’m talking to a wall,” he said, then looked back.  “Do you understand anything I’m saying to you?  You – are – going – to – die!”
 
   King Gorium remained stoic and unyielding in the face of the young wizard’s argument.  “If so then it will be because we chose it.  Now, please feel free to show yourselves out.”
 
   He turned around and Steve watched him walk several steps away from him.  The young man looked clearly torn, reluctant to lay his final card on the table.  
 
   “Your Majesty, wait.”  The king paused a moment and Steve breathed deeply, clearly hesitant to speak further.  Finally, “What if I agreed,” he said, “to go through with the wedding?”
 
   “What?!” Sonya started.
 
   “And in exchange you are to give your full cooperation to the Resistance.  An alliance with all that that entails: lodging, weapons, supplies, joint operations…everything”
 
   King Gorium half turned and looked at him thoughtfully over his shoulder.  “You ask a great deal to be sure.  An alliance of this kind would be fraught with problems—especially with the Resistance camped at the very foot of my home.”
 
   King Gorium appeared to think about it some more, then he nodded once.  Without looking away he said, “Duncan, see that our guests are supplied with whatever they require.  Rouse my generals and tell them their king orders them to give the Resistance their full cooperation.  In the meantime, Steven and I are going for a walk.”  He paused then and looked pointedly at the young man.  “We have much to discuss.”
 
   “Wake up, beloved,” came a soft, crooning voice in his ear.
 
   Steve mumbled incoherently, still rooted somewhere in that place between consciousness and sleep, and rolled to his other side to escape the annoyance that disturbed his rest.  The cool softness of the pillow under his head lulled him further into sleep and made the voice seem far, far away.
 
   Princess Vessla crawled off the bed with a giggle and rushed across the room to throw open the drapes covering the glass doors to the balcony.  Sunlight flooded the room with brightness and Steve retreated under the covers with a frown.
 
   “You have been sleeping far too long now, beloved.  It is time to rise.”
 
   Steve slowly poked his head out from under the lavish covers and squinted across the room and into the beaming face of Princess Vessla.  His body ached from a multitude of bruises and his face itched with two days growth that matched the bedraggled clothing he still wore from the night before.  Across the room, the door to the bath chamber stood ajar and to either side stood a pretty, young Jisetrian woman; one holding a pair of towels folded over one arm and the other holding a dish filled with fragrant herbs and perfumed soaps.
 
   Drowsily, Steve lifted his arm to check the time, and then remembered he had long since given up his watch.  “What time is it?” he asked.
 
   Vessla flitted over the carpet, past the massive lounging form of Kayliss, and seated herself on the side of the bed.  “Nearly mid-afternoon,” she answered cheerily.
 
   Steve groaned and let his head sink back into the pillow.  “It’s not time yet.”
 
   “Oh, but it is, beloved.  If you sleep much longer you’ll never get to sleep tonight.”
 
   Steve growled his discontent, and then realized it was Kayliss who stirred the response in him.  “Wake me up when the sun goes away,” he said rolling to his other side.
 
   “If you persist, beloved, I will have your servants undress and bathe you where you lie.”
 
   “Promises, promises,” he muttered.
 
   Vessla clapped twice and the two young women moved to either side of the bed.
 
   “All right, I’m up.  I’m up!” Steve said hastily sitting up.
 
   Vessla laughed.  “Will you require them for anything else?”
 
   “No, they can go anytime.”
 
   Vessla gestured toward the door and the two young women placed the towels and soaps on the dresser and left.
 
   Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, Steve noticed he was even still wearing his boots, as if the sheets at the end of the bed couldn’t attest to that.  Never before could he remember a time when he had been more tired than he had been last night; and he felt somewhat guilty for having left Haldorum and Sonya to…
 
   Then of a sudden, he remembered Scott.
 
   “Are you all right, beloved?” Princess Vessla asked as she sat down next to him.
 
   “Hmm?  Yeah.  I’m okay.”  He stood and walked over to the wall mirror above the dresser and looked himself over, if only to try and stave off the sorrow threatening to overwhelm him yet again.
 
   “What happened with the Resistance?” he asked.
 
   “Haldorum went back to the rally point and then brought them all here.  With the help of my father’s men, they have set up camp at the base of the fortress.”
 
   At least he’s keeping up his part of the bargain, Steve thought.  He then looked over his shoulder and asked, ”Doesn’t it bother you to have so many humans this close to your home?”
 
   “Whatever for?” Vessla laughed.  “Aside from our ability to fly, how is your race any different from mine?”
 
   “Exactly my point,” Steve muttered as he turned back again, remembering his discussion with the king earlier on.  One of the conditions of their agreement Gorium insisted on was for Sonya and he alone to take up quarters within the palace.  His Majesty’s own personal prejudices would allow no others, no matter how sensible the argument.  At least, Steve noted, it appeared his daughter had been spared such misguided, bull-headed beliefs.
 
   “I am sorry, say that again?”
 
   Steve looked at her through the reflection in the mirror.  “Oh, it’s nothing.  Never mind.”
 
   Vessla only shrugged.  She then stood and walked across the room to leave him to his privacy.
 
   “Princess.”
 
   Vessla paused at the door.  “Yes?”
 
   “How much do you know about what happened last night?”
 
   “I know you were attacked,” she replied.  “I know you changed your mind about our marriage, and also that you somehow managed to change my father’s mind about an alliance.  I am told the two of you had a very long talk about it all.  Why do you ask?”
 
   Steve managed a smile for her sake. “Just curious, is all.”
 
   She smiled back at him and left, closing the door softly behind her.
 
   “Damn,” Steve cursed, more at her father than anyone else.  King Gorium had indeed told her the truth—just not all of it—and Steve was not certain it would be altogether wise to do so himself.
 
   Oh well, there would be time to worry about that later.  Steve stripped off his clothes and let them fall about him where they may.  Then, taking the towels and soap from the dresser, he stepped into the next room and indulged himself with a hot soak in the massive, twenty foot by twenty foot sunken tub there.  Never, ever, could he recall a time when a bath had felt so good.  With a sigh, he slid into the water up to his neck and closed his eyes, and then disappeared completely below the surface.
 
   A moment later, a tremendous splash brought him sputtering back above the water.  Steve wiped the water from his eyes with a hand and frowned at the face of Kayliss gazing innocently back at him, water dripping from his whiskers.  A thought passed between the two and then Steve said, “A little warning would have been nice.”
 
   Kayliss only slightly opened his mouth, tongue lolling out.
 
   Haldorum approached the door and knocked.  “Steven, are you in there?”
 
   “Yeah, come on in,” came the reply.
 
   Haldorum turned the latch and stepped inside.  There was Steve, clean-shaven, sitting at the foot of the bed wearing a pair of clean, black trousers and white shirt.  The young man reached for his remaining boot and tugged it on.
 
   “Did you sleep well?” the old wizard asked closing the door.
 
   “Well enough.  Look, I hope you didn’t let me sleep through any important work in the new base camp.”
 
   Haldorum afforded a dismissive wave of his hand.  “The wounded have been taken care of.  And besides, after the fight you went through last night”—he lowered his voice respectfully—“and losing Scott, I thought you could use the rest.”
 
   Steve didn’t know what to think.  He had never lost anyone before—let alone a close friend.  His emotions swayed back and forth between depression and sorrow, and he didn’t know if it was normal or just selfish to want to shut it all out as he did and not feel anything, not think about it anymore.  In all his life he could remember no greater vision of horror than watching his best friend murdered before him; and it was a memory, he knew, that would stay with him forever.  “I have to go back for him,” he said at last. “I can’t just leave him out there.”
 
   Haldorum could only shake his head sadly.  “I am sorry, Steven, but his body is gone.”
 
   Steve was on his feet in an instant.   “What do you mean ‘gone’?!”
 
   “Taken.  Or so it seems.  Sonya and I returned to Shallows Crag this morning with a thousand men—for Scott and all the other fallen.  He was not among them.”
 
   The air in the room grew hot with magic and Steve’s fingers curled into fists of rage that shook.  “That bitch took him!” he said through gritted teeth.  The crystal about his neck glowed with life, and the light orbs in the room blazed brighter and brighter until one, then another, burst in their sconces.
 
   “Steven, enough!” Haldorum barked, jumping to his feet as well.
 
   Steve opened his eyes, for he had closed them tightly against his fury, in surprise.
 
   “You must stop with these childish tantrums and deal with your problems like a man—no!  More than a man, for you are a Power of Mithal!  Scott is dead, and your rage over his demise nearly cost you your life last night—for the second time!  Now put away these dangerous displays of anger once and for all.”
 
   Steve could only stand there, wide-eyed and speechless at the older wizard’s admonishment.  And then he was ashamed.  His legs gave out under him and he slumped onto the bed with elbows on knees and head in his hands.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  He struggled with the words he could not put to his feelings.  “It’s just that…Scott…my best friend…”
 
   “I know, I know,” Haldorum said more softly.  “I understand your grief, Steven, and I am sorry for your loss.  I do not wish to raise my voice—to you of all people—given all that you have done for us and continue to do.  But your power is of a kind that frightens me.”
 
   Steve raised his eyes to him.  “I frighten you?”
 
   “Yes,” Haldorum replied, emphasizing the word with a raise of his eyebrows.  He dropped to one knee before the young man saying, “Steven, yours is a power I do not understand.  I cannot explain from where it comes, nor grasp the amazing things it allows you to do.  I can only pray this guardian angel of yours—or whatever that voice inside your head is—will help you to keep it under control.  If you remember West Seattle, you know what I mean.”
 
   Steve remembered only too well.  That complete, overwhelming surge of anger and hatred that burned deep inside and caused him not only to seek Haldorum’s death but his ex-girlfriend Amy’s as well.
 
   “I remember,” he replied with a twinge of regret.
 
   Haldorum patted him on the shoulder and then stood.  “You have a great deal to discover about yourself, Steven.  Why not take some time away from your duties with the Resistance and try to sort things out?  Besides, you also have the princess to contend with.”  He huffed through his nose humorously.  “Again.”
 
   Steve looked shocked at the suggestion.  “I couldn’t do that.  There is more work than ever to be done.”
 
   “There will be little you can do for the next two or three weeks.  Myself and the other officers still have to see to getting the soldiers settled in to their new location.  Food stores and supply depots have to be established, collaboration between our blacksmiths and the Jisetrian armorers…entire logistics chains have to be established.”
 
   “And I can help with those things,” Steve argued.
 
   Haldorum only shook his head.
 
   “But…”
 
   “Consider it an order, Steven.”
 
   The young man fell silent, albeit reluctantly, and Haldorum turned and crossed the room to the door.  He paused there a moment and said, “I will come for you when the Resistance is a bit more settled.  Until then, try not to blow anything up.”  He smiled with this last and then departed.
 
   Steve sighed and then, after a few heartbeats, he slapped both hands on his thighs and rose to his feet.  He could feel a slight pull of frustration within, but he supposed that was only because he had hoped to use his duties as a means to escape, if even for a short while, from everything he would rather not think about.  Now it seemed he had little choice but to face them sooner rather than later.
 
   He looked to Kayliss.  “So where do I start?”
 
   “Fetch – down – your – weapons!”
 
   The human man-at-arms and his Jisetrian counterpart glared at each other with swords drawn and held at the ready.  A large circle of men from both races quickly gathered about the two as hostilities broke out, one that even Haze had had a difficult time shoving his way through.
 
   “Put them down, I say,” he bellowed, “or it will be both your heads!”
 
   There was a moment’s pause as the two combatants stared each other down but it was finally, surprisingly, the Jisetrian who put his own weapon away first.  The human soldier followed suit but eyed his opponent with fierce malevolence all the while.
 
   Sonya pushed her way through to the inner circle and realized immediately the cause of the commotion.  “Would someone care to explain what this is all about?” she asked hotly.
 
   “My apologies to the Third,” the Jisetrian replied.  “I only sought healing.  I did not come seeking a confrontation, but when this man attempted unjustly to bar my way to you—“
 
   “He knows the time to be here as well as any,” the man-at-arms interrupted.  The speckles of gray in his dark hair and close-cropped beard showed him a man in his early thirties, but he carried the fire of spirit of a man much younger.  “He only has the first signs, and it will wait until the morrow.”
 
   “Why did you not come to the Third this morning with the others?” Haze asked the Jisetrian.
 
   “I discovered it only a short time ago.”  He turned his eyes to Sonya.  “I know you will heal again after the sunrise, but when I saw the signs I…I panicked.  I had to be rid of this curse immediately.”
 
   The man pulled up the sleeve of his uniform and turned up his forearm.  There, an area of his skin was blackened, appearing as little more than a bruise about the size of gold piece, but already showing a small blister newly formed.
 
   More so to satiate her conscience, Sonya passed her hand close over his arm.  Her palm glowed momentarily as it went, and then the discoloration was gone, leaving only healthy flesh in its place.
 
   The surrounding crowd murmured with amazement but Sonya ignored this.  Maintaining a rigid demeanor, she said to the Jisetrian, “You may consider yourself a one-time exception.  All others will come at the specified time.  Is that understood?”
 
   The man bowed, his eyes reflecting a mix of wonder and gratitude.  “Clearly, wizardess.  I shall see the word passed myself.”  With that he turned and paced away for the nearest open space to take flight.
 
   With the show over, the crowd was beginning to disperse and Sonya turned to go, only to find Haldorum standing there beside her.  “You handled that very well,” he said.
 
   Sonya relaxed her composure and sighed.  “I don’t know how much more of this I can take today, Haldorum.  And there’s still so much more to do.”
 
   “For someone in your position, I think you are handling it all with remarkable aplomb.  But,” he added with a nod, “I can see it is beginning to wear on you.  Perhaps—“
 
   Sonya’s hand came up.  “Don’t even say it, Haldorum.  I may be new to all of this,” she said with a hand gesture encompassing everything around them, “but I am not a wimp.  The work to be done around here is wearing on all of us equally, and I’m not about to take a break from it whether you order me to or not.”
 
   “I would not consider this a break, to be truthful,” the old wizard replied, “but rather a time of learning.  I have already placed upon Steven the very same task I now place upon you.”
 
   “Which is?” Sonya asked eyeing him suspiciously.
 
   “Return to the palace and refine your powers.”
 
   “But, Haldorum, the plague is already—“
 
   “Truth be told, the plague is about the only thing you handle with any degree of competency.  Though I will admit,” he added with a chuckle, “if you were going to pick one, that is the one I would have chosen.  Still,” he continued more seriously, “unfortunately, you have a great deal more to discover about your limits and abilities than even our young Steven.  You are one of our most important assets, my dear, and it is critical, for the sake of the Resistance, that you become fully aware of the scope of your powers.  Is that understood?”
 
   The old wizard’s voice held a tone of finality that left the young woman with nothing else she could say.
 
   Taking her silence as assent, Haldorum smiled.  “I am so glad we agree.”
 
   “Over a little.  No, a little more.  All right, now up one.  There, right there, between Magra and Magrelle.”
 
   The volumes upon the highest shelf parted obediently and the book floating before them slid neatly into place.  The old librarian Duncan held up another, solidly bound in leather, its title carefully scripted upon the cover, and it left his hand as though suddenly lighter than air.  Steve directed it from where he sat upon one of the reading tables, legs folded underneath him, with his left hand.  In a moment, it too found its place.
 
   “I must say, Steven, if nothing else, having you around certainly makes this part of my job easier.”
 
   Steve was glad Duncan had stayed the title Wizard or Commander, or whatever else people liked to use in place of his name.  Formalities among people he knew well enough to be considered friends never seemed to settle right with him.
 
   “It’s one of the few things I seem to have managed to nail down,” he replied.  “Most everything else,” he said wincing at the thought, “not so much.”
 
   The old librarian regarded the great tiger briefly, lounging comfortably beneath the table Steve sat upon, and said, “I think you will find most things in life fit into that category.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes.  “Ain’t that the truth.”  The young man paused a moment as a thought ran through his head, and then asked, “Duncan, who do you think is supposed to finish off Azinon?”
 
   “If you mean who is to kill him then I think you are forgetting the possibility he might not meet his death at all.  The prophecy does not speak of his demise, only of his downfall.”
 
   “Then you believe he’s going to live through all this?”
 
   “I believe it,” Duncan replied looking thoughtful a moment, “unlikely.”  He held up a book and it floated away from his hands.  “A sorcerer is never completely helpless, any more than is a wizard, until you take away his power.  And, as far as I know, there is no known way of doing such save by taking his life.  But if the prophecy speaks the truth, and I had to make an educated guess, I would say the Third Power will be the one to destroy Azinon.”
 
   Steve sighed.  If the prophecy speaks the truth.  Always that big if.  Without an heir to the throne of Mithal, that ‘if’ was bigger than ever.
 
   At the far end of the library, the double doors opened and Eegrin entered dressed formally in a uniform of emerald green.  The young soldier approached stately, ceremoniously, and Steve already knew it wasn’t a social call.
 
   Eegrin stopped before his friend and cast him a smile tinged with regret.  “I am afraid it is time, my friend.”
 
   “I guess there’s no getting around it,” Steve said sliding off the table and onto his feet.  “So I guess I’m ready when you are.”
 
   “Good luck, Steven,” Duncan said in farewell.
 
   Steve smiled in thanks and, with Eegrin on one side and Kayliss on the other, he walked out.
 
   The two were well clear of the library and traversing the corridor beyond when Eegrin finally said, “I know you think your position poor, but I do envy you all the same.”
 
   “Why is that?” Steve asked politely.
 
   “Our princess is a very beautiful woman.  Truth be told, you could have done much worse.”
 
   Steve groaned, remembering this pep talk from a time before.  “That isn’t what bothers me.”
 
   Eegrin turned his head and seemed to study him a moment as they walked.  “It is still a matter of love with you, is it?” he asked.
 
   “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.”
 
   “No, not at all.  But you must look at it from the standpoint in which you are in.”
 
   “Meaning there is nothing I can do about it, so it is best to just stop fretting and simply accept it?”
 
   “I have heard you say something similar before,” Eegrin shrugged.  “Besides, this is not the wedding itself, merely a prelude to it.”
 
   “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”
 
   Eegrin turned and stopped before a broad wooden door.  He pulled it open and stood aside for his friend to pass.  Steve did so, and Eegrin followed suit after Kayliss’s huge form strolled casually inside.  The inner chamber was large and circular, apparently to allow for the winding, spiral staircase snaking upward along the walls, at the same time allowing a great deal of room up through the center for flight.
 
   Steve glanced up at the seemingly endless spiral and whistled.  “That’s some staircase for a race of avians.”
 
   “Our fortress home was fashioned eons ago,” Eegrin replied, “long before our two races ever learned to distrust one another.  Our ancestors had foreseen the possibility we might just have visitors who were not as gifted as the Jisetra.”
 
   Kayliss padded silently into the lead with Steve and Eegrin following after.  The great cat moved so swiftly Steve had to ask his friend, “How far up are we going?”
 
   “Three levels,” was his answer.
 
   Steve took a moment as they walked to send this to his overanxious familiar so he wouldn’t sprint to the top of the mountain.  It was not long before they found the tiger again, lounging comfortably on a broad plain of stone jutting out from the third such door they had seen since beginning their assent.  Kayliss stood as they approached, and was the first to enter when Eegrin turned the latch and pushed open the door.
 
   The corridor beyond dazzled a brilliant white.  The marble floor beneath their feet gleamed with an almost mirror-like quality and echoed their steps with every footfall.  To the left and right stood four statues, two on each side, life size upon their dais and evenly spaced at twenty feet apart.
 
   “His name was Utane,” Eegrin said, seeing his friend’s eyes linger on one statue in particular.
 
   “Big man,” Steve said with humorous understatement.  The statue was a huge barrel-chested brute dressed in full plate, and carrying a shield and longsword.”
 
   “Indeed,” Eegrin agreed.  “The only Jisetrian who could wear a suit of armor such as that and still have the strength to fly.  They say his wing span was twice that of any other who has yet lived.”
 
   “Was he very fast in the air with all of that?” Steve asked.
 
   “No, but he was immensely powerful.  As the story goes, he died saving the life of Shara, the woman he loved.”
 
   As Steve passed the statue he had a feeling, as he glanced briefly at the remaining three, that these also had similar stories; a hall of heroes for Jisetrian greats.
 
   The corridor did not stretch as deeply as most others within the fortress, and upon reaching the end Eegrin stepped up to the double doors and knocked a single time with the heavy iron ring there.  The doors opened inward at the hands of two guards on the other side.  Steve stared into a high-ceilinged chamber, like many others here, where three crystal chandeliers in triangular formation illuminated the whole of the room.  As before, the floor and walls were painstakingly white with marble, except for a single aisle of sky blue carpet extending from the door they entered to a splashing fountain set in the center of the chamber.  At the fountain’s base stood King Gorium and Princess Vessla, and behind them were a dozen others, six on each side of the fountain of whom Steve did not recognize.
 
   He moved to approach and the guard stepped in his way.  “There are no animals allowed in this sacred chamber,” he said quite resolutely.
 
   Steve smiled crookedly and folded his arms across his chest.  “Ya’know, if that’s the case I’m not the one you should be telling that to.”  He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder.  “He is.”
 
   The guard’s eyes danced over the young man’s shoulder a moment and Kayliss bared his fangs with a hiss.
 
   “I think for the familiar of my daughter’s fiancé,” King Gorium said, “we can allow this one exception.”
 
   The guard appeared only too relieved to hear this and eagerly stepped aside.  Steve moved past him with Kayliss in tow, wishing only to get this over with as quickly as possible.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXV
 
   “What have you done, Kurella?”  Argos paced the chamber like a caged animal in the yellow torchlight.  In his human form, he was not as tall as most of his brethren, standing at just over five feet, but his build was stocky and strong.  His brown hair hung just past his shoulders and framed his handsome, worried face.
 
   “I could not help myself, Argos,” Kurella told him, “I had no choice.”
 
   “You had every choice!”
 
   “I had none!” she countered.  “My time for choosing had come and when I found him I did exactly as my father would have expected.  I took him.”
 
   “I agree your father has been impatient with you, urging you to take a consort, but he did not tell you to take a…a human,” Argos said pointing to Scott’s still form, resting upon the thick bear skins of Kurella’s bed.  She opened her mouth to speak but Argos raised his hand curtly, cutting her off.  “I know what you have done to him, but there is still a difference between what we are and what he is now.  We were born as we are, we were meant to run with the spirit of the wolf.  Kurella, what you have done tonight has not been done since the time before even my great-grandsire—and I cannot help but ask myself if you have even thought this through.”
 
   Kurella remained unyielding before him.  “I know what I have done.  We both wanted this.  Scott has chosen to stay with me because he loves me, and to prove it he sacrificed his humanity.”
 
   “His humanity is not what your father will want of him,” Argos stated flatly.  “You may alter his body but his heart and mind will forever be human—as he was born thus.  He will never truly understand what it is to be the wolf.  Your father will kill this consort if he must because he will believe it best for you.  And I cannot say I do not agree with him.”
 
   “Only I know what is best for me, Argos!”
 
   The elder werewolf could only look into those willful, brown eyes and roll his own in illustrated exasperation.  He placed his hands on his hips with a sigh and said, “Some things about you will never change.”
 
   She nodded, her eyes softening.  “Maybe some things were not meant to.”
 
   “I know there is nothing I can say, goddaughter, that would make you change your mind; and even if I could, there is no way to undo what has already been done.  Like it or not, this once-human has undergone the ritual.”
 
   “So what will you say to your father?” he asked of her.
 
   Kurella did not answer immediately, only glanced briefly in Scott’s direction and then away from them both.  “I was hoping you would help me speak to him.”  She raised her eyes to meet Argos’s own.  “Please, Argos, it is why I came to you.  I knew I could trust no other with this.”
 
   He looked dubious.  “I do not know, Kurella.”
 
   “Please!  My father listens to you.  He values what you say above all others.”
 
   Argos looked disgusted.  “Do you realize what it is you are asking me to do?  You want me to defend your decision to your father—my friend—to claim a human consort, a decision of which I do not even approve.  Your father’s hatred for the humans is hardly a secret, and you know his resolve in this will be most strong.”
 
   “You know me, Argos.  You, who taught me most everything I know.  You know I would never have done this if I did not believe with all my heart, and I have never been one to start what I could not finish.  I love Scott, and he loves me, and it is you who is to thank—or to blame—for all that has happened tonight.”
 
   Argos looked startled and incredulous both.  “Me?”
 
   “Yes, you.  Since the time my father first began to encourage me to choose a consort, it was you who always said, ‘you will know him when you see him’.  Well, I have seen him, Argos, and I have loved him, and I have taken him as my consort.  Now I need you to help me defend the decision that you have helped me to make.”
 
   Argos eyed her with arms folded across his chest.  He waited as her temper, having gotten the better of her, receded and then he said, “You are every bit your father’s daughter, do you know that?”
 
   “But I have the lessons of your wisdom.”
 
   Argos blinked slowly and shook his head with a chuckle.  “Very well, I will offer what help I can—but I make no promises.  And do not expect it to sway your father.”
 
   Kurella threw her arms around him.  “I knew I could count on you!”
 
   Argos hugged her back.  “Just remember, I only support your right to choose a consort, not the choice you have made.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   A tired moan reached their ears and Kurella went immediately to sit beside Scott on the bed.  The young man stirred, grimacing, and then as though even the pale torchlight hurt his eyes he opened them ever so slightly.  He took in his strange surroundings looking a little confused.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked in a rough whisper, allowing his eyes to close again against the yellow light.
 
   Kurella moved to cradle his head in her lap.  “The change has nearly run its course.  Your exhaustion will pass soon.”
 
   Scott shook his head, a movement that would have been impossible only a moment ago.  “Where are we?” he asked again.
 
   The wolf girl paused and Scott opened his eyes to look at her.  “We are in a castle below ground,” she said.  “My home, below the swamps of the Granar.”
 
   “You brought me here,” Scott replied; it was not a question.  “Did anyone see you?”
 
   “Only a few.”
 
   Scott moved to sit up and, with Kurella’s help, he managed it, draping his legs over the side of the bed.  “Then your father will be here soon.”
 
   “I will say one thing for him,” Argos said, his tone of voice revealing his prejudice, “he has a firm grasp of the obvious.”
 
   Scott raised his head to look at the man before him.  “Who’s this guy?”
 
   Kurella opened her mouth to answer when Argos replied, “The name is Argos, whelp.  Forego your introduction.  I already know who you are.”
 
   Scott appeared unimpressed.  “Spare me the macho werewolf attitude, all right?  It’s been a rough night as it is.”
 
   The touch of a smile reached the corners of Argos’s mouth but he did not speak on the remark.  Instead, “Kurella has asked that I help defend your position before her father.”
 
   “I heard that much,” Scott replied, already looking stronger.  With one hand, he gingerly felt around the area of his throat where the flesh remained reddened after its regeneration.  He looked himself over and noted the remainder of his clothing was reddish-brown with his own dried blood intermingled with earth.
 
   “Yes,” Argos said, “you are alive, but even that may change before the next sunset.  I told Kurella I would help defend your position, not your life.”
 
   Scott raised his gaze to the man, clearly tired but defiant.  “You’ve got an awful lot of attitude toward someone you know nothing about.  If my presence so offends you, please feel free to go out and mark some trees—or whatever it is you do in your off time.”
 
   “You will want my protection before this is over, pup.  Gouroth is hardly what you would call a patient spirit, and when he comes you can bet it will not be to congratulate you for bedding his daughter.”
 
   “I see you too have a firm grasp of the obvious,” Scott replied with the elder wolf’s own words.
 
   “Scott,” Kurella said placing a hand on his shoulder, “how are you feeling?”  Though her words carried genuine concern, the question was obviously meant to stop their bickering.
 
   Scott looked to her and his expression softened.  “Better, thanks.  My strength is coming back, but my head’s still buzzing like a hornets’ nest.”
 
   “It will pass,” she told him.
 
   “You both have more important things to worry about,” Argos told them, “like what you will say to your father when the time comes.”
 
   The three of them turned their attention to the heavy pounding at the thick door of black willow.  “Enter,” Kurella announced.  Three guards, dressed in the knee length waistcloths of her father’s own personal guard, stepped into the room.
 
   “High Daughter,” the first said, “you and the human are to be escorted to the High Lord’s presence.”  For a moment, nobody moved and then the guard added, “Immediately.”
 
   To Scott, Argos said, “I hope you are as agile of the mind as you are sharp of the tongue.”
 
   The guards marched them, taking a triangular formation around Scott and Kurella with Argos bringing up the rear.  During his walk, Scott found it difficult to pay attention to anything of whom and what he passed, given his mind raced with a hundred possibilities that could come from this encounter—most of which, he admitted to himself, ended badly.
 
   They passed into a tunnel that descended several feet and then leveled out again, opening finally into a dark chamber lighted sparsely with torches burning in wall sconces.  Other werewolves, in human form, sat against both walls in high-backed chairs fashioned from thick and gnarled, interwoven branches.  And lastly, Gouroth, wearing a similar waist garment of deer hide, fastened about his waist with a gold wolf’s head buckle.  The man wore an expression like a thundercloud from his seat upon the dais against the far wall of the chamber, where also sat two short, monkey-like slaves, one to either side.
 
   There was a low growl in Gouroth’s voice, ending simply with, “Speak.”
 
   Scott could see the yellow light reflected in the werewolf leader’s eyes and, were they capable, he knew they would have burned holes through his body.
 
   “What would you have me say?” Scott asked levelly.  “Do you want to hear me beg for my life?  Say I’m sorry for what I’ve done?”  Scott waited but there was, surprisingly, no response.  “That is not why I am here, sir.  The fact of the matter is I love your daughter, and what we did tonight was so we could stay together.  But I should have known better than to hope it would be enough to satisfy you.”
 
   Gouroth showed no anger, but he spoke slowly and his voice was dangerously low.  “What is done does not make you wolf.  You are still human where it matters,” he said tapping his temple with a forefinger.  “And no human takes Gouroth’s daughter as consort.”
 
   “I am something more than human now, and I will be with your daughter.”  Scott inwardly hoped that sounded braver than he felt under the intimidating gaze of the werewolf leader.  But Kurella had warned him of the importance of showing no fear, and he pressed on, going for broke.  “I have learned a few things with Kurella, and by your laws it is the female who chooses her mate—and she has done that.  From her I have also learned you are stridently rigid in your beliefs, but even you will not go against your own laws.”
 
   Kurella moved up just behind Scott and slipped her hand into his own, the move bolstering his courage.
 
   Gouroth growled and stepped out of his carved, dark oak throne.  “You quote laws to me?” he asked coming closer.  He advanced on the young outsider and Scott, to his credit, barely flinched as the man approached.  He stopped less than a foot away, breath brushing each other’s faces.  “Gouroth is law here.”
 
   As Scott looked into the werewolf leader’s eyes, he could see the savage side hiding just beyond.  And as he looked on, he could swear Gouroth was looking into him for the same.  
 
   A few moments passed and then Gouroth smiled contemptuously in his face.  “You are not wolf.”
 
   “You can’t see it because you don’t want to,” Scott replied.
 
   Gouroth snickered as he slowly turned and regarded the gathering, each of whom joined their leader in his mirth.  When he completed a full circle he regarded the youth before him once more.  “If wolf is there,” Gouroth began, and then deftly he struck Scott a blow to the head that knocked him to the ground, “show me.”
 
   Argos placed a cautious hand on Kurella’s shoulder, but the wolf girl did not move despite the corded muscles all across her back.
 
   Enraged, Scott searched within himself, trying to find and seize upon whatever it was that would initiate the change.  His muscles tensed and his anger seethed, but still no wolf.  In the next instant, he was on his feet with his dagger already in hand.  The men seated against the walls were suddenly on their feet and a moment before Scott could lunge a hand came down upon his wrist.  Scott turned his eyes to Argos, whose own expression was one of seriousness and concern.
 
   He shook his head slightly from side to side and muttered low, “You are brave, but here you will need more than your bravery and this knife.”
 
   Scott hesitated in indecision, his anger telling him one thing and common sense another, before finally relaxing with a nod.  Argos released him and Scott returned the dagger reluctantly to its sheath.
 
   Gouroth turned and laughed as he walked away, returning to his throne and taking his seat once more.  “You claim to be wolf,” he said, motioning the others to be seated as well, “but summon it you cannot.  You have failed your test, human, but I will let you live.”  He paused and with a grin he finished, “To serve as Gouroth’s slave.”
 
   “Not so long as I live!” Kurella shouted at him.
 
   Gouroth bared his teeth with a hiss.  “Remember your place, Kurella!”
 
   “I know my place as well as I know the law, and the law says I will take the mate of my choice.  You cannot ignore the law, Father!”
 
   “I am afraid, lord, she is right in this,” Argos said taking a step forward.
 
   Gouroth’s expression clearly showed he could not believe what he had just heard, and the low mutter that spread through the others seated was proof of their own surprise as well.
 
   “You defend her, Argos?” Gouroth asked.
 
   “In her choice for a consort I am appalled,” he replied, “but I defend the law that gives her the right to choose.  I would consider carefully, lord, before making any final decision in this matter.  Even the council knows the law cannot be ignored.”
 
   A low murmur of agreement ran through those seated to either side of Gouroth, causing the werewolf leader’s eyes to narrow.
 
   “Wait, lord,” one councilor said coming to his feet.  Gouroth turned his eyes on him.  “There is yet another way.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   The council member’s eyes flashed briefly to Argos before returning once again to Gouroth.  “There is a dispute such as this recorded in the histories, as recent as the time of our great, great grandsires, lord.”
 
   “Another chose a human mate?!” Gouroth declared incredulous.  “Who?  Which line?”
 
   “Mine,” Argos answered forthrightly.
 
   A gasp went through the room, and Kurella looked to him with eyes wide, shocked by this secret she had never known.
 
   “Yes,” Argos said unapologetically, “my blood is tainted with that of the humankind.  I cannot make excuses for my ancestor’s lack of taste, but I will not say I am sorry for it either.  Were it not the union made I would not be here today.”
 
   “I would never have mentioned it,” the councilman continued, “being the blood of the humankind has been so thoroughly diluted from our brother Argos since that time, but this situation demands it be told.”
 
   “Why relevant?” Gouroth asked, clearly eager to forget the blemish of the past of one of his most trusted advisers.
 
   “The relevance, lord, lies in the fact it is within the law for you to challenge this decision.  As did the objecting werewolf then, so may you call for the ritual of Gurakuth.”  The councilman’s steely eyes found Scott’s own and he said, “Known by humans as trial by combat.”
 
   Scott’s apprehension and fear of what was soon to take place kept him on his feet and pacing the isolated room in which he now resided.  He argued with himself back and forth about the logic of his decision to meet Gouroth in the Gurakuth—as though he had a choice—for in actuality, under normal circumstances, he deemed it ludicrous to consider even fighting the werewolf chieftain at all, let alone to the death.  But presently, the circumstances were far from normal, and whether Gouroth would admit it or not the spirit of the wolf was in him.  He just needed to figure out how to call it forth.
 
   How was he going to call it forth?  Scott ran the question over and over again in his mind.  Unless he could discover the means to do so this fight would be over, quite possibly, the instant it started.  Without the ability to at least bring the fight to equal terms Scott knew he didn’t stand a chance.  With Haze’s skill and arsenal of weapons, perhaps; but, unfortunately, those were two things he sorely lacked.  So, again, it was back to the question of how to call forth the wolf.  All of his questions to Steve and Haldorum regarding magic, before Kurella had altered him, had been meant to help him understand and achieve that end.
 
   So now how do I make use of the wolf spirit now that I have it?
 
   Even if he found the way, Scott could not help but wonder if it would do little more than prolong the fight for Gouroth, for Scott knew the werewolf king to be the strongest of his kind.  From Kurella he knew the individual strength of a werewolf is determined by how strongly the spirit of the great wolf flowed through him.  And it seemed it favored Gouroth in abundance.
 
   “You’re not out of this yet,” Scott said to himself aloud.  Still, he knew when the odds were stacked against him, as they certainly were now.  Let’s face it, he thought, I couldn’t even bring myself to change when I thought Kurella was in trouble.  When Gouroth called his right to Gurakuth the guards immediately seized and separated the two of them before another word could be spoken.  Scott was then taken to this room and Kurella went who-knew-where.
 
   Scott wished desperately there were some way to contact Steve, some way to let him know where he was, for he could certainly use some help about now.  The moment that thought finished Scott was angry with himself.  How could he think so selfishly when Kurella had been prepared to give up everything to be with him?  She would have left her home, her family, her very way of life just so the two of them could be together.  And here he was now worrying over how he could save his own skin.
 
   “Damn coward!” he cursed, striking the wall with his fist.  It did little to satiate his anger and he paced the rectangular slab of rock jutting out from the wall.  Not knowing what else to do, he sat down hard on the unyielding stone.  He would have run his hand through his hair but paused when he noticed the blackened edges along his fingernails and the slightly darkened color of the tiny hairs across the back of his hand.  He watched amazed as the tiny hairs slowly faded back to blonde, and his nails became translucent once more.
 
   “I’ll be a son-of-a-bitch!” he declared amazed.  “It is in me!”  Like a man desperate, Scott replayed his thoughts in those last instances of his anger, trying to pick out anything he could recognize that might have been the trigger for the slight change, continually monitoring the back of his hand he did so.
 
   Nothing.
 
   What was it then?  Was it anger?  Possible, he thought, but he had been angry when Gouroth struck him and yet there was no change then, so it couldn’t be that alone.  So what was it then?  How did a werewolf change?
 
   The answer, it seemed, would have to wait.  Scott turned at the sound of the bolt pulling free of the door and then two men entered, ragged and rough-looking both.  A beckoning gesture and an evil smile was all one man gave to indicate it was time.
 
   Scott’s eyes narrowed and he stepped toward them without hesitation, a move that clearly surprised the first man who had beckoned to him.  The young man swore to himself that he would fight to the very last, for Kurella if not for himself.
 
   Steve enjoyed roaming the gardens of the castle fortress of King Gorium’s grounds late at night.  He found the quiet and solitude a restful, and quite needed, break from the palace life the monarch and his daughter seemed to feel obligated to thrust upon him at every turn.  Grooming him, he supposed, for the role he would have to take up as husband of a Jisetrian princess.  So whenever possible Steve broke away from them all, as he did tonight, and walked the gardens in quiet, thinking on the topics he did not have a chance to ponder during the day.  It had been days since he last set eyes on the Resistance camp at the base of the mountain, and he found he missed the tasks and responsibilities he shared with them.
 
   He often thought of Sonya as well.  The past few days they had met for hours at a time to practice both the powers they knew and explore the limits of their individual magic.  And even in so short a time, they had grown closer.  There was just something comforting about the presence of someone who could understand the weight the role of a magic user thrust upon you—never mind the shared experience of being so far from the home they knew.
 
   Steve turned onto a narrow path and took his time walking amid the night-blooming irises, his fingertips brushing the soft, sword-shaped leaves and silken folds of the flower petals.
 
   And all the while thinking of Sonya.
 
   She will certainly make a great mother, he thought, contemplating her vision foretelling of her twins.  Twins!  A boy and a girl.  He marveled at the very thought of it.  But who will be the father?  Steve couldn’t think of a single man who fit the prophecy’s requirements of royal lineage and a user of magic.  Though perhaps someone of the mysterious Elven race he had heard so much about.  Haldorum made mention of them during one of their training sessions back at the Crag, saying they had retreated from all the races with the first onset of the sickness some eighteen years ago, but no one had seen or heard of them since.  Perhaps, if they haven’t died off, there was an eligible prince to be found among them.
 
   Steve seated himself upon a stone bench half-circled by an immaculately trimmed, waist-high hedge and shook his head at the staggeringly overbalanced ratio of questions to answers.
 
   Rather than continue to spin his mental wheels to no avail, he changed focus and turned to the beauty of the garden surrounding him.  The nighttime shadows played tricks with his eyes and the slow rustle of the wind through the vegetation spurred his imagination. In the midst of so much beauty, it was almost possible to forget the struggles, the cruelty, and ugliness just beyond these borders.  He felt Kayliss’s agreement with this.  Steve felt the big cat out there, moving unseen through the trees and coming closer.  Leaves stirred with only a whisper at his passing, undetectable against the hush of the mountain breeze as he stalked the human.  Steve, however, was not the prey.
 
   Before she had even rounded the bend in the path Steve was saying, “I didn’t expect to find you out here.”
 
   “Am I that obvious?” Sonya said coming into view.
 
   Steve laughed.  “No, but I don’t think much of anything can sneak up on me when Kayliss is around.”  As though summoned, the big cat bounded over the hedge and moved up alongside her.  He nudged her hand affectionately until she yielded and scratched him behind the ears.
 
   “You take all the fun out of it,” she teased, not at all surprised by his seeming appearance from nowhere.  After a moment, she left the cat to drift back into the shadows and sat down beside her friend on the bench.
 
   Sonya closed her eyes and breathed deeply, taking in the smell of the garden intermingled with the cool mountain air.  The rustle of the breeze through the trees above opened her eyes and made her smile.  To her right, Steve watched her with an appreciative grin.
 
   She nudged him playfully with her shoulder.  “What are you looking at?”
 
   “You,” he replied, still admiring her.  “You have a beautiful smile.”
 
   “Well, thank you, but your princess can do it just as well.”
 
   Steve shook his head.  “No, hers is practiced.  Yours comes naturally.”  He looked away from her then and said, “I know I haven’t said as much, but I’m glad you’re here.  The whole powers thing aside, I’m glad Haldorum couldn’t send you back.”  With a rueful, and somewhat apologetic, grin he added, “Pretty selfish, huh?”
 
   Several heartbeats passed as Sonya regarded him with a puzzled look across her face.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” she said finally.  “At least no more selfish than I am.  Though I know I could never leave these people behind knowing what I can do, I do know I wouldn’t want you to leave me here to face it on my own.”  Sonya then leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “I’m glad you’re here with me.”
 
   Steve was not looking at her, his eyes staring at the ground and his cheeks flush with embarrassment.  
 
   “I’d like to try something,” he said, raising his eyes to meet Sonya’s own.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Steve turned to face her, straddling the bench, and bid her to do likewise.  She turned to face him similarly, and then Steve took both her hands in his own.  Her soft touch pulled at some cord within him, but he shrugged away the momentary distraction.
 
   “I need you to close your eyes,” he said.  “Just trust me,” he interjected when she opened her mouth to speak.
 
   Sonya closed her mouth and, with a slight smile, she closed her eyes.  In a moment, the tingle of Steve’s magic moved through their shared contact in a swift, gentle rush.  Keeping her eyes closed, she squirmed where she sat and with a giggle asked, “What are you doing?”
 
   Steve barely quelled his own mirth and then centered his thoughts with deep and calming breath.
 
   The familiar singing of the crystal filled the air even as the manner of the magic changed, becoming warm and soothing, pulsing like a heartbeat through her body.  The coolness of the breeze faded around them both and the nighttime sounds faded to nothing.
 
   “You can open your eyes now,” Steve said.
 
   Sonya did so, and came to her feet with a start.
 
   “Easy!” Steve said gripping her hands tightly, maintaining the contact.  “If you lose the touch, it’s gone.”
 
   Sonya settled back down with wide eyes onto a narrow coffee table that had once been a stone bench in a Jisetrian garden.
 
   “This is my house,” Sonya breathed in disbelief as she looked about the living room of her home.  
 
   Every piece of furniture, every knickknack, every picture on the wall remained exactly as it was the day Steve had last seen it.  The couch with two built-in recliners sat against the wall to her left, facing the entertainment center, where the stereo was on but no music played.  The shades across the broad living room window were open, allowing the brilliant sunlight of early morning to fill the room.  The lamps, the discarded newspaper, even a cobweb that escaped thte last cleaning was still there in the corner.
 
   “Is it real?” Sonya asked looking to Steve.
 
   He shook his head.  “Only memories; mine and yours.  You’ve done so much for me, and everyone here, that I thought I would try and do something for you.”
 
   “Oh, Steve, I love it!” she exclaimed, squeezing his hands.  “Where are my parents?”
 
   Steve closed his eyes a moment and the images of her mother, a woman dressed in business casual with high cheekbones and auburn hair, and her father, a strong-jawed, salt-and-pepper haired man in a policeman’s uniform, appeared at the table in the adjoining dining room eating breakfast with her older brother.
 
   Sonya was smiling as she looked at the three of them.  “I miss them so much.  I wish there was some way I could talk to them—at least tell them I’m all right.”
 
   Steve nodded, understanding her desire very well, for he wanted nothing more himself than to see his family again.  Before coming here, he never realized exactly how much they all meant to him.  Right now he would give anything to be able to hug his mother, father and his little brother, and tell them all how much they really meant to him.
 
   “That night you came here Haldorum told them all they could know for now.”
 
   “I know,” Sonya replied sounding disappointed.  Then her eyes brightened slightly and she gave a sad little laugh.  “If I ever see them again, they’re never going to believe my story.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘if’?” he asked her with a friendly little shake of her hands for emphasis.  “By my count it’s three uber-magicked Powers against one evil sorcerer.  Those are pretty good odds no matter how you slice it.  You hear me?”
 
   She looked up a bit sheepishly and smiled.  “Yeah, I hear you.”
 
   “All right, that’s the Sonya I know,” Steve said.  “Now that that’s done, what say we finish this trip down Memory Lane?”
 
   Steve closed his eyes once again and the scene faded around them as another sharpened into view; one familiar to them both.
 
   “Good old Federal Way High,” Sonya said approvingly.
 
   They sat in the library now, their seat since changed into the narrow countertop separating the librarian’s workspace from the main area.  Students dotted the space all around, studying, reading, or just talking away the remainder of their lunch period in low tones as some often did.
 
   “The cool thing about all this,” Steve was saying, “is that it’s all just pictures; I can bring out any place you or I have ever been.  Or I can take you to all those interesting places you’ve ever wanted to see without actually taking you.”
 
   “Oh, really, Mr. World Traveler?” Sonya replied with a raised brow.  “And exactly what kind of interesting places have you ever been that I haven’t?”
 
   Steve tilted his head as he thought about it.  “Well, let’s see…”
 
   “And I’m not talking about monster truck shows or football games.  I’m talking about someplace where you have been that I would find interesting.”
 
   Steve winced and feigned as though wounded by her words.  “You think I’m a monster truck guy?”  He thought about it a moment more, then his eyes took on a mischievous gleam before he closed them once more.  The students faded around them rapidly, like lights winking out of existence.  Then the library slowly gave way to a gray-white, hazy mist, thick as morning fog.  Sonya looked about the obscure nothingness in curiosity but it was difficult to make out any distinct shapes.  And then, slowly at first, their countertop changed to a pine, lacquered bench situated between two rows of gray metal lockers.  Male voices rose from the mist then.  
 
   And the sound of showers.
 
   Sonya flushed with embarrassment as the images sharpened to a scene in the men’s locker room, Steve smiling with his eyes closed all the while.
 
   “Interesting enough?” he asked.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXVI
 
   The doors opened.  A harsh figure of a man stepped forth from the shadows into the arena and the crowd came to their feet with a deafening roar.  He raised his arms and ran to the center of the arena slashing at the air as he went, as though rending apart a dozen invisible opponents.  Within the arena, raised circular platforms, ten feet in diameter and positioned at heights varying from ten to fifty feet tall, supported each by a single stripped tree trunk rising up from deep within the ground.  From some of these dangled thick vines reaching to lower platforms, along with stout poles fixed in place and reaching laterally from one landing to another.
 
   Scott appeared next, and as he looked out from the alcove he could not help but remember his lessons of ancient Rome and the famous gladiatorial games.  Now, like then, two men would battle to the death for the entertainment of the crowd.
 
   And Scott had to admit, he didn’t like his odds.
 
   Gouroth turned his attention away from the cheering masses and smiled slowly, maliciously, at Scott.  At the prodding of one of the two guards behind him, the young man marched out to stand face-to-face with the werewolf leader.
 
   “A great day,” Gouroth scowled.  “With one bite, I take back what you stole, and rid my kingdom of you.”
 
   “But have you thought about why?” Scott asked trying to reason with him.  “We should be fighting on the same side; fighting with the Resistance.”
 
   Gouroth waved the two men away who escorted Scott and they left without a word.  To Scott, he said, “Only one side, one law, one kingdom.  Mine!  We need not the help of humans.  Not while I rule.”
 
   Scott reeled as Gouroth’s fist shot out and caught him across the jaw.  The crowd, grown quieter during their exchange of words, roared again with renewed fervor.  Scott quickly regained his balance and backed away cupping his jaw in his right hand, trying as best he could to keep a safe distance but Gouroth advanced, hungry for sport.  He leaped at the youth then, arm outstretched as if to grasp at his throat but, when Scott turned and dodged the obvious attack, Gouroth kicked out with his heel.  Pain shot through the small of Scott’s back and he staggered a few steps before falling to his knees.  Gouroth closed the distance on him once more.
 
   Scott’s mind raced as he fought through the haze of pain.  There was no way he could match Gouroth’s experience and cunning on the ground, but perhaps there was a way in the air.
 
   “You stubborn son-of-a-bitch!” he cried.  “Why are you doing this?”
 
   Gouroth did not answer, only grinned as he moved closer still.  Scott waited only a second longer and then whirled, his hands unleashing a blinding cloud of sand and earth.  Gouroth screamed in rage, his hands covering his eyes, and Scott was up and running to the shortest platform only a dozen feet away.  He jumped the short height, landed, and continued to run, his heels thudding on the hard wood, then jumped again to the next higher platform.
 
   Gouroth blinked his eyes clear and peered blearily for his foe.  Seeing nothing on the ground, he looked up and found Scott already eight platforms up and thirty feet the air.  Scott paused long enough to glance down in the direction of the werewolf leader before leaping to a platform of equal height to his left.  Growling, Gouroth followed.
 
   Scott fled, higher and higher, jumping first left and then right, then up, to whichever platform he could reach that would take him farther from the man who pursued him.  But he knew he could not run forever, and every jump was taxing his strength.  On the very next leap, he barely caught the edge of the landing, and only with great effort did he pull himself up.  
 
   Kurella’s gasp was lost amid the shouting of those around her as she watched with fear in her eyes.  “I know you can do it, Scott,” she whispered.
 
   With Gouroth perhaps twenty feet below him, the young man paused and scanned one area of the crowd.  There, guarded on either side, Kurella sat separated from the masses in a forward viewing box at the edge of the arena.  Their eyes locked for a moment, and then Scott heard the heavy thud of a man landing on the platform behind him.  He whirled and Gouroth met his gaze, his skin rippling with the onset of the change.
 
   “This is what it means to be wolf,” he said holding out one arm.  There the skin had darkened and the hair receded, giving way to dark fur and thickening muscle beneath.  “You could never understand.”
 
   “I do understand,” Scott replied cautiously, ready to move on an instant’s notice, “I just don’t know yet how to control it.”
 
   “If understand, you know it never be controlled.”  Gouroth then raised his arms into the air and released a howl that chilled his foe’s blood; bones stretching and muscle swelling, mottled brown fur growing; the whole of the man lost in the ecstasy of the change.
 
   Scott watched terror-stricken for only a few seconds before realizing he had to run.  Now.  Anywhere.  He turned and leaped off the platform, falling through the air until catching a vine and swinging to the safety of a lower platform thirty feet away.  He landed and swept his gaze left and right.  Seeing a possible weapon, he ran to the edge and jumped, rolling as he hit the next platform over.  He came to his feet and the wolf that was Gouroth was already there, clinging to the trunk of a tree only twenty feet to the side, his clawed hands and feet holding him to the wood as surely as a fly to a wall.  Scott seized the stout piece of deadfall he spied earlier and whirled to face Gouroth just as the werewolf leader leaped across.  He landed with sinister grace as Scott faced him undaunted with his makeshift staff held at the ready.
 
   “We don’t have to do this,” Scott insisted.  “I’m like you now.  The wolf is in me.  Even that sucker punch has already healed.”  A fact even Scott himself was still amazed to discover.  “You’re only doing this out of pride!”
 
   “And the reason you run is fear,” Gouroth retorted, his lips pulling back over his teeth for emphasis.
 
   “Of course I’m afraid!” Scott declared ludicrous.  “Even as a man you’re both bigger and stronger.”
 
   Gouroth lowered his stance to all fours menacingly and then stalked him sideways a few steps.  For a moment he looked about to pounce, but then laughed as Scott tensed.
 
   “A wolf’s strength is not determined by his body, but by the spirit of the wolf within him.  One can never be wolf who does not understand; and one who does not understand will never have Kurella.”
 
   Kurella’s father or no, the very thought this man might take her away infuriated him.  Scott charged screaming, swinging the staff with every ounce of strength he could muster.  The audacity of the attack looked to surprise even Gouroth; despite this, however, he reflexively stood to his full height and, almost indifferently, raised his forearm as the makeshift weapon descended to strike the bone and break off, leaving a sharp, wooden point.  Spittle flew from between the enraged young man’s bared teeth as he reversed his swing and struck Gouroth in the groin.  In the next heartbeat, Scott leveled the pointed end and plunged it deep into the werewolf’s chest.
 
   Gouroth blinked wide-eyed several times and Scott released his hold on the staff.  He backed away in shock, equally amazed and horrified by what he had done.  Gouroth’s hands slowly fastened around the length of wood protruding from his body as the blood flowed from the wound.  The roar of the crowd quieted to a dull buzz at the sight, watching.
 
   And then Gouroth began to change.
 
   The mottled coat gave way to scarred and toughened flesh as he slowly returned to his human height.  Facial bones cracked and reformed, pulling the muzzle back and shortening his teeth as his claws withdrew and flattened out into fingernails once more.  The transformation complete, there was only Gouroth the man.  His dark brown eyes looked to the staff buried in his chest for moments more before finally looking up to Scott.  The young man shifted uncomfortably under those eyes, suddenly feeling guilty for his deed.  Gouroth said nothing, only sank to his knees in a pool of his own blood.
 
   “Why?” Scott demanded of him.  He turned his eyes away then, unable to look upon the man anymore.
 
   “Scott, don’t!  It’s a trick!” Kurella screamed.
 
   Gouroth wrenched the staff out of his chest with a vicious yank and then swept Scott’s feet out from under him with it.
 
   Kurella’s anguished cry filled the air.  She had seen this kind of toying from her father before, and she recognized when his toying was at an end.  Though normally forbidden to interfere in a fight between two males of her clan, she could not stand by and do nothing.  Scott did not know their ways; had not been given time to commune with the wolf spirit.  He did not know how to bring on the change.
 
   The guard to her left paid her no mind, completely caught up in the unfolding scene and slavering in expectation of a kill.  In the next moment, a clawed hand fastened around his throat and hurled him by the neck into the crowd behind them.  The motion surprised the second guard but realization dawned too late.  Kurella’s fist rocked his head back and sent him sprawling where he sat.
 
   Scott had heard Kurella’s warning only a moment before his legs went out from under him and threw his shoulder hard to the platform.  When he looked up, Gouroth was already on his feet, holding the staff with the point leveled at his chest.  Scott knew he had to act, and there was no time to look.  Praying he would be in time, he rolled away from Gouroth but misjudged the distance to the edge of the platform.  The crowd roared as the young man tumbled out of control over the side.
 
   Scott remembered accounts from people who survived falls from great heights.  He heard all the stories.  The common thread in each was the sensation of falling forever; the inordinate amount of time it felt like it took to reach the bottom.  Scott decided that was a crock.  He hit the earth quickly and pain wracked through the whole of him so severe he lost sight for long heartbeats.  In the midst of his pain flashed the human image of Gouroth staring at him contemptuously in his mind’s eye over the superimposed image of his lupine form.  And from somewhere…Kurella called to him.
 
   Gouroth stepped up to the edge of the platform and looked down, his scarred lips curling into a smile.  Below him, Scott was lying face down.  The young man tried briefly to bring himself upright but collapsed under the injury of his right arm; probably broken.  Initiating the change, the king of wolves shifted form once more and stepped off the edge.  The wind rushed in his ears and raced across his fur for a few seconds before he landed with unnatural ease, absorbing the shock smoothly with a deep bend of his knees.  
 
   Scott lay only a few feet away.
 
   Gouroth approached him and grudgingly admitted, “You are no wolf, but stronger than most humans.”  Scott did not hear him, his eyes closed against the pain of trying to rise.  Gouroth stopped, his feet only inches from the young man’s head.  “And yet you go on,” he said.  “But here it ends.”
 
   Gouroth raised his foot to crush Scott’s skull and then Kurella, roaring her fury, buried her shoulder in the small of her father’s back in full charge, the impact almost folding him in half backwards and carrying the two of them away from the young man.  Gouroth’s chest thudded into the ground, his daughter above him, but a combined sweep of his arm and body roll threw her away.  She rolled with the momentum and together they came to their feet.
 
   “Kurella!?” Gouroth roared in disbelief.
 
   “I won’t let you kill him, Father.  He means too much to me!”
 
   Kurella?  Scott couldn’t be sure, but he could swear he heard her voice.  “Kurella, don’t,” he said, his words barely above a whisper for the broken rib pressing against his lung.  Scott clawed at the dirt trying to rise.  He looked around trying to find the wolf girl but he could see little beyond the dust in his eyes and the pain ravaging his body.
 
   “You know our laws!” Gouroth roared in outrage.  He pointed a wickedly taloned finger in her direction.  “Do not disgrace me further.  Be gone or share his fate!”
 
   Scott heard their shouting, but obscured and muffled, as though hearing them through deep water.  Somewhere, he knew Kurella was close, engaging her father and buying him precious time.  But he knew she could not save him.  He had to find a way to connect with the wolf spirit and stand on his own.
 
   Scott hissed in pain as his healing body shifted the rib away from his lung.  The shift made it easier to breath and lessened the pain, gratefully, and made it easier to think.
 
   And easier to remember…
 
   “Is it some kind of magic?” Scott had asked, his memory of that day sharp and clear in his mind.  He sat cross-legged in front of Kurella, who had been seated the same before him in the green grass of a field located in Shallow’s Crag well away from the main bustle the Resistance.
 
   The wolf girl made a face.  “Not in the way you’re thinking.  In fact, the magic of this world limits the spirit of the wolf.”
 
   Scott’s brow knit in question.  “I’m not following.”
 
   “From what you have told me,” she explained, “magic is practically nonexistent on your world; but here magic is very much a part of us.  It infuses every living thing born here to some greater or lesser extent.   The spirit of the wolf cannot displace that magic but fills what remains.  And how much that spirit can fill us determines the strength of the wolf.”
 
   Scott nodded at this, finally catching on.  “So someone like Haldorum, who is so filled with magic he can actually make use of it—“
 
   “Would make a very weak werewolf,” Kurella finished for him.  “There must be room for the wolf spirit, and you must be accepting of it, in order to be the wolf.”
 
   “Kill me if you must, Father,” Kurella told him, her brown coat bristling along her spine, “for I would rather die with the one I love than continue living in a world without him.”  Gouroth exhaled contemptuously through his nostrils and attempted to go around her but Kurella sidestepped, barring his path and baring her fangs in a vicious snarl.
 
   Scott climbed to his feet, free of pain, as the roar of the crowd around him faded to nothing.  Suddenly, unexplainably, the once-crowded amphitheater was empty of all life, but otherwise remained the same.
 
   “Where did everyone go?” he started to ask aloud, but cut himself off halfway through the question.  “Kurella!  Where are you?”
 
   From the shadows before him, a great black wolf with glowing yellow eyes and silver-tipped ears coalesced like a phantasmal spirit.  It strode toward him out of the dark and grew in size with every pace until finally standing as large as Kayliss himself when it stopped.
 
   The great wolf spirit regarded the young man with a supernatural intelligence and wisdom shaped across eons, eyeing him, contemplating this human who would be wolf.  The large lupine cocked its head slightly, for this human before it resonated differently to its preternatural senses, and it puzzled the great wolf spirit as to why.
 
   Scott did not move as the huge creature circled him slowly and took its measure of him.  He did not move, but tracked the lupine out of the corner of his left eye, then watched it again as it emerged on his right.  When it completed its circuit it stopped and regarded him motionless once more.
 
   “I chose this,” Scott finally said.  
 
   The wolf’s ears perked forward at the sound but that unreadable face gave no other outward sign of either its thoughts or mood, only watched him with those bright yellow eyes.
 
   Gouroth was about to threaten his daughter one final time but stayed his tongue as the human stood up behind her and looked about in confusion.  Scott seemed disoriented, confused, and then called out Kurella’s name, apparently searching for the wolf girl who stood less than ten feet away in her lupine form.
 
   Kurella turned her body slightly and chanced a glance at her lover.  “Scott, are you all right?”  He seemed not to hear or see anything at all.  Then he spoke again, directing his words to the empty space before him.
 
   “I tried to force the change.  But it can’t be forced, can it?” Scott said.  The wolf did not answer, merely regarded him as before.  “I tried to will it.  But it can’t be controlled.  I think I understand now,” he said lowering himself to one knee.  “It can only be accepted.”
 
   Scott bowed his head and closed his eyes, his hand outstretched to the wolf spirit with his palm up.  “I accept this gift if you deem me worthy.  I open myself to the wolf spirit and ask that I be accepted as one of your own.  Not for my sake, but for the sake of the love I carry for another.”
 
   Gouroth barked in laughter at the ludicrous scene playing out before him.  The human had clearly gone mad.  The werewolf leader gestured with one hand to the crowd and with the other to the addled boy, and the crowd roared.
 
   Kurella’s worry and concern played in equal parts on her lupine face.  “Scott, what is wrong?”
 
   Long moments passed and then the huge wolf approached the human who would be wolf.  The great wolf spirit’s coarse fur touched the outstretched hand as it approached and the young man opened his eyes to meet the lupine gaze face-to-face, black muzzle only inches away.  The ancient spirit could not understand what differed about this man from so many others touched with the gift of the wolf, and so it inhaled deeply, taking in Scott’s scent, and marveled at what it found.
 
   Memories flooded the great wolf spirit with that scent like imprints of a life poured directly into its mind.  In seconds, it followed the whole of Scott’s journey from a world devoid of magic to his accidental placement in a world rife with it.  But it was the lack of a specific scent that was so surprising.  The spirit inhaled again, scarcely able to believe, but there was no mistaking it: this human, born of another world, was untouched by magic.  This human, the great wolf spirit realized, was an empty vessel.
 
   The ghostly black wolf turned suddenly and darted away, startling Scott.
 
   “Wait!” he called.  “Please, don’t go!  What did I do wrong?”
 
   Then the great wolf spirit turned again and charged him mouth open, jaws slavering, growling as it came.  Scott threw up his arms across his face as the wolf leaped at him.  The essence of the phantasmal creature passed into his body and Scott screamed, his arms flying out wide as the essence of the great wolf spirit suffused him with the power of its very self. 
 
   Kurella had never heard such a scream from any living creature before.  Completely forgetting her father, she turned and watched the startling transformation of her lover.  All the skin across his arms, back and legs seemed to come alive, crawling like something beneath struggled to burst forth.  And then, as though all light no longer shined upon his body, the skin turned dark as pitch until lost to the eye beneath sprouting ebony fur.  The cracking of bone made Kurella wince in spite of herself as she watched the limbs of the man she loved stretch and elongate, the muscles along his arms and legs swelling and growing beneath his skin.
 
   Scott dropped to all fours and then pulled his arms in close, dragging his claws through the earth and digging deep furrows against the ecstasy of the change.  He pushed himself up out of the dirt and drew his knees under him.  Kurella recognized that reveling, that total loss of self  in the surging energy coursing through him like wild lightning strikes charging his every cell, the feeling of each individual atom of his being shifting under the supremacy of the power of the wolf: his face, his eyes…his soul.
 
   Scott lifted his black muzzle ever so slowly and rose on thick, powerful legs like some dark, sinister spirit.
 
   Kurella stared wide-eyed in her human form, having lost her focus and reverting during Scott’s amazing transformation.  She stared in wonder at what so plainly stood before her now: a werewolf of ebony black and silver-tipped ears, powerful and fierce, standing easily a foot taller than the largest werewolf she had ever seen.              
 
   Gouroth thrust his daughter violently aside and Scott snarled savagely, his lips pulled taut over wickedly curving fangs.  The reaction was instantaneous, without thought, and utterly primal.  He paused then, clearly surprised by his own reaction.
 
   “Do not fight it!” Kurella told him.  “It is the spirit of the wolf inside you!  Use it!”
 
   “Traitorous bitch!” Gouroth thundered.
 
   He moved to kick her into silence and Scott snapped into action as a beast gone mad.  Gouroth had just enough time to turn back again before Scott barreled into him biting deep into the other’s shoulder.  The two struck the ground roaring their fury and hatred for one another, their claws and teeth rending flesh once and again, their blood mingling intermittently in the dust of the earth.
 
   The two came apart then as Gouroth brought his legs up underneath and vaulted Scott into the air.  Scott tucked and somersaulted once to land in an agile crouch.  Gouroth was already charging and Scott sprang to the attack from the ground with an upward strike with the heel of his hand that rocked Gouroth off his feet and onto his back.  The werewolf leader rolled with the momentum and was back on his feet in an instant.  The crowd in the amphitheater leaped to their feet with a roar when Scott lunged with his jaws for the jugular, but Gouroth seized him about the neck and then threw him over his shoulder to the ground.  Before Gouroth could sink his fangs, Scott brought up his knee with bone-crunching force.  The werewolf king staggered back clutching his jaw and Scott was on his feet once again.
 
   The chests of both heaved with the exertion of the fight and dust clung in ragged clots to their fur where the blood soaked them.  Scott’s chest bled freely with cuts and tears, as Gouroth’s did from a broken jaw and a vicious wound to his shoulder.  In scattered places about the rest of his body, Scott’s claws had traced a latticework of gruesome design.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Scott growled sinister.  Gouroth’s eyes narrowed and Scott peeled back his lips over his fangs in reply.  The other could not answer, his jaw broken; and this time it was the hand of a werewolf.  Such a wound was going to take time to heal, more time than this fight would allow.
 
   “Come on!” Scott bellowed, and then he roared his challenge.
 
   Tears crept silently down Kurella’s face as she watched the two of them circle each other.  No matter what the outcome of the fight, this day would see the end of someone she loved.  There was a momentary pause and then Scott rushed to the attack.  Her father side-stepped and seized the young man’s outstretched arm.  Scott howled in agony as Gouroth snapped it in one deft motion.  Scott whirled and backhanded Gouroth across the muzzle, eliciting an answering howl of anguish as the leader’s hands released Scott and flew to his broken jaw.  Scott’s eyes watered with the pain of his arm but Gouroth was still holding his jaw, roaring in agony.  Knowing he would have no better opportunity, Scott cradled his broken left arm against his chest and rushed the werewolf leader.  Balling his massive hand into a fist, he struck the other with everything he had.  Gouroth reeled under the force of it, but came right back with an upward slash to Scott’s rib cage that sprayed Kurella with blood even from the distance at which she watched.  Gouroth’s slash had gone up, and he then turned his hand to bring it back down again when Scott seized his wrist and pulled down while simultaneously bringing his knee to bear in Gouroth’s stomach.  The blow buckled the werewolf leader over in front of him.  Learning from his previous mistake, Scott did not allow Gouroth a moment to recover.  He jumped into the air and kicked with his left leg, his heel finding a home in the small of Gouroth’s back before striking out with his right foot between the shoulder blades.  Gouroth staggered under the combination, the latter blow knocking him to his hands and knees.
 
   Scott roared in triumph.  He approached his prey from the side, his eyes narrowed and promising murder, and delivered an upward kick that flipped Gouroth over onto his back.  The werewolf leader could not even raise a hand to cover his unprotected throat.  The claws of Scott’s good hand came to bear.  Gleaming red with the blood of his enemy, their razor sharp tips swiftly descended.
 
   The whole of the arena went still.
 
   Kurella was holding her breath.  She could not see from this vantage point, save for Scott’s back as he remained there on his knees above the still form of her father.  She started forward then, the color drained from her face, first one hesitant step, followed then by another, until she was moving steadily.  When she reached Scott’s side, she could see his hand poised quivering mere inches above her father’s throat, and Gouroth’s steely eyes looking unflinching into his own.  As Kurella looked down upon her father through her tears, there was no hint of fear in him, no sign of trepidation.  It wasn’t until his eyes found hers that his demeanor broke and she saw the longing.
 
   Aching with every word he spoke, “I…will miss you…most…Kurella.  Know…I would never have hur-- hurt you.  My daughter.”  Most of his ribs were crushed and his breathing came in ragged breaths.
 
   Unable to hold back her grief any longer, Kurella cried.
 
   Scott slowly looked away from Gouroth to Kurella.  He then slowly turned back to look at his own hand, deadly and poised to kill.
 
   “What am I doing?”  He lowered his hand and before he could move away Gouroth seized him by the fur on his chest with a strength Scott didn’t know he had left in him.
 
   “Do…it!“ he hissed.
 
   Scott shook his head.  “I can’t.”
 
   Gouroth pulled him close, his strength already waning, and said, “I…have been strongest…of my kind…since birth.  But now the spirit…of the wolf accepts you.  Made you strong!”  He started to speak further but a choking cough spattered Scott’s chest with blood and stole his words away.  Many seconds passed before the choking ran its course, turning at the end into a strangled laugh.  “Stronger even…than this…old wolf.”  His eyes then found Scott’s, all humor dispelled.  “I do not…want to rule forever.”  Then to Kurella, “Tell him.”
 
   Scott looked to her questioningly and she wiped away her tears, which did not cease to flow.  “You must do it, Scott.”
 
   “Are you listening to yourself?” Scott said incredulous.  “You’re telling me to kill your father.”
 
   She closed her eyes and shook her head.  “He can accept death from no one but you.  You defeated him, Scott.”
 
   “Do not disgrace me…in front of my people!” Gouroth rasped.  Scott could see the man was having trouble maintaining his present form, the skin rippling beneath the fur.  Then, surprisingly, he smiled menacingly.  “Do not think,” he said, “that it is over for you.  With Kurella’s hand…there comes…a price.  You are the leader of wolves now.”
 
   “Wait—”
 
   Gouroth struck him but the young man did not flinch under the blow.  “No!” he hissed.  “Only the strongest…no other!  For the love…of my daughter…you must!”
 
   Scott turned to look at Kurella, but she could only nod before turning away as he slowly raised his hand above the werewolf leader’s throat.  Scott swallowed then.  “I hate you for this,” he whispered.
 
   Gouroth smiled, the blood trickling down the corner of his mouth.  “Do not…disappoint me…human.  I will be watching from beyond.  Do it.”
 
   Scott raised his hand, and again he hesitated.
 
   “Do it. Do it!”
 
   Scott raised his muzzle to the sky and loosed a terrible roar as his claws struck deep to tear away Gouroth’s throat.  When Scott looked down again the other’s eyes locked with his as his life drained away.
 
   “Goodbye, Father,” Kurella said.
 
   From somewhere behind him Scott could hear approaching footsteps in the earth.  He did not have to look to know three men approached.  And one, a scent he recognized.
 
   “Your will, my king,” one of them said.  The voice belonged to Argos.
 
   Scott looked down on the still form of Kurella’s father confused, and then realized it was himself to which Argos had spoken.  For a moment he could hear Gouroth’s voice speaking once more.  Do not disappoint me.
 
   Scott stood and turned to face them, his full height towering over the human forms of Argos and two of Gouroth’s personal guard.
 
   “Your will,” Argos repeated.
 
   “All right,” Scott said.  “Gather the council.”  In his own mind, he knew there was no other choice.  “Tell them to make ready for war.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXVII
 
   “Here, here, and here,” Haldorum said pointing to three different sections of the map as he did so.  “In his efforts to find us, Azinon has his soldiers tearing the Granar apart.”
 
   King Gorium snorted derisively saying, “I see, however, he is careful to avoid the swamps.”
 
   “Gouroth.”  Steve explained simply, and Haldorum nodded his agreement.  “Azinon knows the werewolves would never shelter the Resistance, so why risk bringing them into the war prematurely?”
 
   “Besides,” Sonya pointed out, “judging by the way Kurella annihilated that Jalkora, and the fact she and rest of her kind would be fighting on their own terrain, I don’t think Azinon’s men are prepared to both search and defend.  From his perspective it is much better to let the sickness weaken them while he continues to concentrate his efforts on us.”
 
   “For someone with so very little experience in war you have very good insight, my dear,” King Gorium complemented with a nod.
 
   General Duva looked stern but made no comment.  
 
   Steve watched him and couldn’t help but give a small grin.  Just a little.  Sonya remained without her commission as yet, but at the rate she continued to learn it would not be long; and that, he was sure, would not sit well with the general at all.  Someone less than half his age—and, God forbid, a woman!—placed in a position of command simply because of a ten centuries-old prophecy that deemed it be so.
 
   “Thus far our luck has managed to hold out,” Haldorum continued.  “The attack at Shallows Crag did less damage than could have been done were it not for our advanced warning—short though it was.”  With a look to King Gorium he said, “Our alliance has provided us both with new strength.”
 
   Luck certainly had nothing to do with that, Steve thought ruefully, thinking of the price he had to pay to forge that alliance.
 
   Speaking for the first time, General Duva remarked, “And for the time being we have the element of surprise.  Azinon knows nothing of this new alliance.”
 
   “Yes!” King Gorium agreed with a sinister gleam in his eye.  “With this coalition of forces, our armies are twice what they were before, with assaults now capable from both the air and the ground!”
 
   “With the exception of the fifteen thousand we lost at the Crag,” Steve said, his thoughts lingering on all those killed, and the loss of his friend most of all.  “I wouldn’t count on Azinon remaining in the dark about this for long.  He isn’t stupid.  Sooner or later he’s going to figure out something is up.”
 
   Again, Haldorum was nodding.  “I am afraid he is right.  Of us all, I know Azinon better than anyone and, unfortunately, foolishness is not among his shortcomings.  King Gorium, I think it would be wise to alert your scouts to the possibility of intruders both within and along your borders.”  The winged monarch acknowledged the sound logic with a nod.  “And, General Duva,” Haldorum continued, “see to it our own scouts along the ground are informed as well.  We need eyes on the pass leading into this valley most of all.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   “And what of the status of our armory?” Haldorum then asked of Maxwell Don.
 
   The young lieutenant nodded from across the table saying, “His Majesty’s mines and forges have been working around the clock.  At first there was some dissent between the Jisetrian smithies and our own,” he admitted, looking very much like the parent remembering the bickering of his children, “but we have since…resolved the situation.”
 
   Steve couldn’t help but wonder just how many heads were banged together before that resolution was achieved.
 
   “Since our arrival three more chambers in the lower levels have been converted into operating forges.  On the whole, production is moving at a rate even greater than anticipated.”  Maxwell Don then turned his gaze to King Gorium with a nod of respect.  “My compliments to you, Your Majesty.  The logistic network between your mountain mines, smelters and forges is quite impressive, as is the quantity of suitable raw materials.”
 
   “We are nothing if not an industrious people,” Gorium replied with a wink.
 
   Haldorum waited a few moments, looking expectantly at them all and opening up the floor to any unvoiced concerns.  When all remained silent, he finally said, “I have only one more question to raise, and I am sure it is one that has been on the mind of every soldier— Human and Jisetrian alike.  When will we be ready to wage a full assault upon Rajasthan?”
 
   The weight of the question alone struck them all silent for long heartbeats, for any attack on the capitol was a dangerous gambit even under ideal circumstances.  
 
   And the circumstances were far from ideal.
 
   At last it was Maxwell Don who spoke.  “Three,” he replied, “perhaps four weeks.  Although, I must admit, I question the wisdom of it.  Aside from the fact we are still outnumbered even with our Jisetrian allies, we must also consider the prophecy remains unfulfilled.  We have yet to identify the Third’s betrothed.”
 
   Steve saw Sonya look down at the table uneasily, for only a moment.  She clearly remained uncomfortable with the idea of marrying a man she had yet even to meet.
 
   “And an heir,” another officer spoke up.  “To restore the imperial line we must first find a surviving heir to the throne.”
 
   Steve was not listening, acutely aware as he was of Sonya’s unease.  He more than sympathized, he empathized, with what she was feeling.  He recognized the look on her face as the same he had worn when the responsibilities of the Third had been his own.  Unless, of course…  Yes, perhaps there was something he could do.
 
   “We do have an option,” he said to them all.  “I could go to the Oracle for the answers.”
 
   General Duva let out a shot of laughter.  “I should think not!”
 
   Steve cocked his head slightly.  “Why?”
 
   “Because it is too dangerous, Steven,” Haldorum cut in.  “To seek counsel with the Oracle and fail could very well mean your life.  You are too valuable to our cause to risk so haphazardly.”  Steve started to protest but Haldorum held up a hand, understanding in his eyes, but resolve as well.  “Consider the matter settled.”
 
   Knowing an argument with the wizard was pointless, Steve opted to remain silent; but in his own mind the matter was anything but ‘settled’.  He could not dispute the fact the trip to the Blue Mountain to find the Oracle would be dangerous but, honestly, who better than he to take the risk?  Lurin had succeeded—he had said as much when Steve first arrived on this world—and he hadn’t a shred of the power Steve wielded.  The young man was valuable to the cause but the importance of fulfilling the prophecy was equally so; and the information to be gained could forward the cause of the Resistance tremendously.  
 
   Besides, Steve thought, Lurin said it himself: as long as your purpose is true you couldn’t fail.  Was there a truer purpose than helping to save the lives of millions?
 
   “Now, gentlemen,” Haldorum was saying, “if there’s nothing left to discuss then let us get back to our duties.”
 
   Sonya’s gaze followed Steve as the officers filed out of King Gorium’s council chambers, and she approached him asking, “Steve, would you mind a walk in the garden?  I thought we could use the time to talk a little.”
 
   “I am so sorry, my dear,” King Gorium said coming up opposite Steve, “but Steven has a previous engagement to attend to.”
 
   Though he hadn’t known of any appointments on his time, the way His Majesty emphasized the word engagement told him exactly who the monarch referred to.
 
   He sighed.  “Where is she?” he asked simply.
 
   Steve took a shortcut through the arboretum, and took his time amid the plush bushes, small trees, and lavish greenscape the Jisetrian botanists so painstakingly created.  And, he thought to himself, to prepare.  Princess Vessla was always at her sneakiest with the onset of evening; she had proven that much in countless, not-so-random encounters before.  Only God knew what that woman was capable of when she put her wily mind to work.  Something was up, of that he was certain, and he would have to be on his guard.  He only hoped this small reprieve he had purchased for himself would be enough to center his concentration for the task at hand.
 
   For the most part, it was a game between them, a game in which Princess Vessla always seemed to have the upper hand.  A fact she both knew and enjoyed.  To be honest, though, Steve did not truly understand why he put up such staunch resistance to her.  Was it just playing hard to get?  Could it be simply he knew such resistance made her strive for his affections all the more.  If truth be told, occasionally, he found himself enjoying their little game.  And yet if that were entirely true then why did it bother him for Vessla to be on the attack when Sonya was near?  In fact, it was during those times his will to resist the princess was greatest.  Whatever the reason, something in the back of his mind refused to give in to her.  The why of it would have to be figured out at some later time.  For now, he had more pressing things to worry about.
 
   Feeling he had wasted enough time, Steve finally left the arboretum and arrived a short time later outside Princess Vessla’s chambers.  Taking a moment for a deep breath, he then knocked on the chamber door.  When there was no response he knocked again, but still no answer.
 
   “Princess?” he called out, thinking perhaps she had fallen asleep.  He tried the door and found it locked from the inside.  “Princess, are you awake?”  From the crack of light at the bottom of the door he saw a shadow pass silently by, but still no reply from Vessla.
 
   That quickly, everything inside him screamed danger.
 
   The crystal burst to life as Steve laid his hands on the door and shoved it inward off its hinges.  The echoing boom as the heavy oak struck the floor covered the hiss of his drawn steel, and Steve entered the room with his blade held at the ready.  It took only a moment for his vision to adjust to the ill light of the princess’s chambers, and when it had he moved cautiously forward.  The stillness in the room was threatening, broken only by the soft shrill of the crystal as it pulsed against his chest.
 
   “Princess?” he said again.  Without waiting for reply, he moved nearer the dresser against the left wall and touched the orb placed in the sconce above it.  Immediately the room flooded with its magic light.  Watchful for any sign of attack, Steve had scarcely taken two steps when a sound from the next room drew his attention.  He crossed quietly and paused at the door ajar before him.  Hearing nothing, Steve put the tip of his sword against the wood and pushed it open slowly.
 
   “Hello, my beloved,” Princess Vessla said.
 
   There was no light in the room save that given off by the reddish-orange flames in the fireplace, and in the air hung the sweet scent of incense.  The floor itself made no sound underfoot as Steve entered the room, however uncertain, as the thick softness of the black carpet absorbed the footfalls of his boots.  Steve paused before Vessla, lowering his sword, her highness standing barefoot and covered by a thin silk robe of royal blue that dropped to her ankles.
 
   “You’re all right?” Steve asked, a bit of his uncertainty still lingering as his eyes glanced about the chamber.
 
   “Of course,” Princess Vessla replied coming forward and slipping her arms around his waist.  “I am sorry about the ruse but I wanted to know how much you really cared about me.”  She giggled.  “I see now it was foolish ever to doubt.”
 
   “You set me up?” Steve asked.
 
   “Oh, do not worry about the door.  My father’s carpenters will repair the damage in the morning.”
 
   Steve stood there open-mouthed for a moment, hardly knowing what to say in the face of such a childish and foolish trick.  “Vessla, don’t you think there’s enough danger all around us that we don’t have to fabricate it?  I’m not amused by your little stunt.”
 
   “Oh, I love it when you are angry with me,” she said with that familiar amorous lilt to her voice.  Before Steve could say another word she rose onto the balls of her feet and kissed him long and sweet.
 
   In spite of his initial temper, Steve found himself forgetting why he had been upset in the first place.
 
   Her lips parted from his and she said, “I know, I do not play fair.  But I never claimed to.”  She then took his hand and moved to lead him to the half-circle of pillows before the fire but Steve resisted.
 
   “Vessla, please,” he said, rolling his eyes.  Just then he realized he was still holding his sword and he used the action of sheathing it as an excuse to free his hand from hers.  “I still have things to do.”  It wasn’t a total lie.
 
   “Whatever it is, it will wait.  I went to a lot of trouble to prepare this evening for us and I will not have it spoiled.  Besides, how do you know I did not invite you here to discuss matters of state?”
 
   Steve tucked his chin and raised his brow at this, not believing a word of it.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “You’re not really expecting me to buy that, Vessla.  This is hardly the scene for discussing matters of war,” he said opening his hands to indicate the whole of the room.
 
   “I did not say it was the only thing I wished to discuss.  Now come, I wish for you to tell me how our two races are faring together.  Tell me…”  She paused a moment to think and then, “I know!  Tell me of our projected plan of attack on the Imperial Palace.”
 
   Steve sighed in resignation.  “All right, fine,” he replied, folding his arms across his chest.  “We thought the best idea would be to divide Azinon’s forces and fight the war from two directions using—“
 
   “Not here, silly,” Princess Vessla interrupted.  “It is much too chilly.  Join me by the fire so that I may be comfortable and give you my full attention.”
 
   “Among other things, I’m sure.”
 
   Vessla’s countenance turned mischievous.  “Let us not get ahead of ourselves.”
 
   She took his hand and this time Steve allowed her to lead him to the fire, but as she moved over the semi-circle of pillows he stopped and their hands came apart as she finished her step.  Princess Vessla turned around to face him with a sigh.
 
   “You know, you are really being difficult,” she said.
 
   “Well it’s nice to see the shoe on the other foot for once,” Steve replied.  “Now you’re by the fire; did you want to hear the rest of our plan?”
 
   “Of course,” she replied, though her tone conveyed anything but interest.
 
   “All right.  It’s like I said, we want to attack Rajasthan from two directions—actually, three, now that I think about it.  From the inside, outside and your soldiers from the air.  We will use Haldorum’s magic to get us inside the walls of the city, while the main bulk of our armies engage the redcrests and Jalkora outside the city gates.  We figure Azinon won’t let his Jalkora loose in the city itself, since they tend to lash out at anything that moves during battle, but we can’t be certain.  That’s why we figure it best to keep him busy outside.”
 
   When he paused Princess Vessla asked, “Is that all?”
 
   “No,” Steve answered, “there is a great deal more, but to explain all the details would take until morning.  If you really must know I’ll arrange for you to meet with one of our tacticians.”
 
   “No, no, that is quite all right,” she replied showing him both palms to fend off the very notion.  And then she smiled.  “I would much rather move on to the next subject.”
 
   “Gee, Princess, I wonder what that could be?”
 
   She laughed.  “You know, your tongue is really developing a sharpness to it in your old age.  Now come and sit with me.”
 
   “One condition,” the young man said, once more folding his arms across his chest, showing it was a make or break condition.
 
   Princess Vessla had turned and was about to seat herself before the fire but stopped.  “Oh, really?  And what is that?”
 
   “That you don’t try and press me into agreeing to up the date of our wedding.  The deal struck with your father is you and I will wed, but only after Azinon has been dealt with.”
 
   “But—“
 
   “No buts!  It’s all or nothing, princess.  I’m willing to stay here and talk with you, but only if you agree to that one simple little rule.”
 
   Princess Vessla straightened and placed her hands on her hips, tossing her head back regally.  “I think you are forgetting, Commander, that I am a princess of the Jisetra and, therefore, I outrank you considerably.  You will remain here so long as I wish it.”
 
   “Oh, you think so, do you?” Steve replied with a slight raise of his brow.  Technically, he knew she was in the right but a direct order from his bride-to-be was in no way a method of ensuring his obedience.  Turning away from her, he strode purposefully back toward the door.  “Good night, Princess.”
 
   “No, Steven, wait!”  When he did not pause she tried again desperately with, “Please!”
 
   He paused and half turned.  “Yes?”
 
   “Please do not go,” she said, her shoulders slumped in defeat.  “I did not ask you here to argue, only to talk, and maybe spend a quiet evening with my fiancé.”
 
   Steve turned completely around to face her with his hands on his hips.  “Princess, if you think that I’ll ever be the kind of person you can just bully around as it pleases you then you’ve got a serious wake-up call headed your way.”
 
   “But that is not what I want from you; you must believe that.”  Her lips then seemed to fumble over her next few words in indecision, something Steve had seen her do but few times before, when she knew the situation was slipping beyond her control.  “I have just been so worried of late and it is starting to wear on me.  Please, won’t you stay?”
 
   Looking into those wide, green eyes Steve dropped his arms to his sides, allowing himself to be disarmed by her.  From past experience he had come to recognize many of her facial expressions meant to soften his resolve, but somehow he doubted this particular look of hurt to be one of those so practiced.
 
   “All right,” he said at last.  Moving back across the room, the young man hopped the half circle of pillows situated before the fireplace so as to stand before his princess.  “What is it that has you so worried?”
 
   Without a word Vessla flung her arms about his neck in a fierce embrace.  Confused, Steve hesitantly placed his own arms around her, not understanding this sudden display of emotion.  He pulled away slightly, just enough to meet her eyes and ask, “Are you okay?”
 
   “Do you have feelings for me, Steven?” she asked.
 
   The question took him off guard.  “Well, I…I haven’t…I mean, I don’t…”  He sighed, exasperated with his own clumsiness.  What the hell do I mean?
 
   He took another moment to gather his thoughts and said, “Of course I have feelings for you.  Why?”
 
   “No, Steven, I mean real feelings.  Do you have real feelings for me?”  She held his gaze as surely as she held him in her arms, refusing to let him look away.  “Do you love me?”
 
   Steve opened his mouth but couldn’t find the words to speak.  He wanted to tell her yes, that he did love her, but found he could not.  How could he find the heart to say such a thing when his heart was the very thing not involved?
 
   When he did not speak, Steve could see his loss for words needed no translation.  Vessla dropped her gaze from his disappointed.  “You do not,” she said, “else you could answer me.”
 
   She tried to pull away and Steve caught both of her arms at the elbows.  “I don’t understand why you’re doing this.  Princess, I do have feelings for you but…”
 
   “But you do not love me,” Vessla finished for him.
 
   He closed his eyes as he shook his head.  “No, I don’t love you; but I do care about you—and I care about what happens to you.”  Steve wished she would look him in the eyes rather than at the floor.
 
   “You care about what happens to everyone,” she said.
 
   “Is that so bad?”
 
   Vessla stepped away and turned to face the fireplace.  “What you speak of is something you hold for every person of good merit.  I do not want from you what is shared by countless thousands.  I want those feelings you hold uniquely for me.”  She turned back again.  “Can you not find it within yourself to love me?”
 
   “Our situation is not that easy, Princess,” Steve said with a helpless shrug.  “We’ve only been together for a few short weeks, and love is something that takes time.  Besides,” he spread his hands, “I can’t honestly say I even know what love is—not really.”
 
   “Steven Walker, how can you say such things to me?” Princess Vessla demanded.  “Look inside yourself and you will find that you do know!  When you and I first met I sensed only petty affections.  I thought these were a result of our being introduced, but since that time those affections have taken root within your heart and blossomed into love.  And if those feelings are not for me then who is it you hold so dear?  Who is it you love?”
 
   “Princess, I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Steve said befuddled.  “If I loved someone don’t you think that I, of all people, would know it?”  He sighed and shook his head.  “You’re never satisfied, are you?  It’s not enough that you pressed your advantage to get me to agree to marry you, but now you want to argue about feelings I have for my friends?  You’ve already won, Princess!” he declared exasperated.  “Why worry about the competition when you’ve got all the players in your pocket?”
 
   “I’ve given up everything,” he fumed, “for you and everyone else on this planet!  My home, my family, my dreams…everything!”  Steve started to say more but then caught himself, realizing his anger for the first time.  The silence stretched for many long heartbeats and then he raised his hands only to let them fall to his sides in resignation.  “I don’t even know why I’m having this conversation,” he said finally.
 
   “Steven, wait!” Vessla called after him when he turned to go.
 
   He paused, though not entirely certain why.
 
   “Please do not hate me.”
 
   He sighed and shook his head at the notion.  “I don’t,” he answered, knowing truthfully he never could, and then left.
 
   Princess Vessla watched him go, and had Steve turned around he would have seen it written clearly upon her face: somehow, she knew she had made a terrible mistake this night.  “I love you!” she called after him.
 
   But Steve did not look back.
 
   The night covered the world like a blanket, enveloping every living creature in a shroud of darkness, broken only by the pale light of the moon in the sky above and the distant, flickering torches of the human encampment in the valley.  And even such light did little to chase away the shadows of late evening, as only a sliver of the moon peered down on the world through the intermittent cloud cover rolling across the nighttime sky.  Still, such serene surroundings made for restful sleep for those who could find such solace.  Sonya was one lost in deep slumber; a much-needed sleep heralded by the weariness her responsibilities and power had thrust upon her.  But with the rising of the sun her peaceful sleep abruptly ended as a hand came to rest firmly over her mouth.
 
   She came awake with a start and a stifled exclamation.
 
   “Shhh,” came the reply.  Steve was leaning over her with a finger to his lips, and then he pointed across the room.  He removed his hand and Sonya looked in the direction indicated, to the figure of the Jisetrian guard perched on the railing to her balcony.  She could not see him clearly, but the rising sun cast his shadow against the spider silk curtains in stark contrast.  When Sonya looked back again Steve motioned for her to get dressed.
 
   Soon the two of them were moving quietly down the corridor.  Sonya followed Steve, apparently willing to wait and find out what the secrecy was all about.  The young wizard led her down through the levels of the fortress, lower and lower, bypassing the most traveled areas and opting for the lesser frequented spaces and corridors.
 
   “Would you mind telling me where it is you’re taking me?” Sonya asked at last.
 
   Steve smiled at her cleverness, maintaining the secrecy as she did by switching from Mithalian to English, a language only three in all the land could understand without the aid of magic.  In English, he replied, “If I tell you, do you promise not to chicken out on me?”
 
   “You’re going to the Oracle, aren’t you?” she accused.
 
   “I might be.”
 
   “Steve, you’re impossible!  You’re going against orders.”
 
   “Surprised?”
 
   She huffed.  “Hardly.”
 
   “Then why all the fuss if I’m only living up to expectations?  Be a rebel and come with me.”
 
   “Steve, you—“
 
   He interrupted her with his sudden turn and placed his hands on her shoulders.  “Sonya, I understand your desire to be the best leader you can for these people, and I know you want to do what is best for them.  So do I, which is why I’m doing this.  So if you can honestly tell me you don’t secretly agree with what I’m doing you can walk away right now and I won’t blame you in the least for it.”
 
   Sonya looked him in the eyes and her countenance softened under the intensity of his conviction.  Finally, she sighed saying, “I suppose somebody has to keep an eye on you.”
 
   Steve grinned and together they resumed their surreptitious exit at a quickened pace.
 
   Kayliss’s ears twitched at the sound of a rustle from behind the thick stand of bushes, drawing the attention of the others present as well.
 
   Jiv, nestled comfortably between Kayliss’s broad shoulders, sat up as Steve came into view, followed then by Sonya, emerging from the tunnel hidden by the dense foliage.
 
   “Tis about time, lad,” the sprite declared.  “Ah was beginnin’ ta wonder iffin ya met some trouble on the way.”
 
   “Indeed,” Eegrin said from atop one of three powerful steeds, “I was beginning to wonder myself.”
 
   Steve cast them a sour look as he and Sonya dusted themselves off.  “Give me a break, guys, some of us can’t fly and—in case you hadn’t noticed—her room is quite a ways up there.”
 
   “Grow wings,” Eegrin said with a shrug, though he grinned as he said it.
 
   Sonya moved to one of the horses and stroked the muscular neck.  “I see you boys came prepared.  Full saddle bags.”
 
   “Not my first foray into the wilds,” Eegrin said wryly.  “Although, admittedly, my first travelling solely upon the ground.”
 
   Steve moved to the furthest mount and leaped into the saddle, an impossible move by any without magic coursing through their blood.  “Well, some of us don’t have the luxury of flight, my friend.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Sonya replied, placing her foot in the stirrup and then swinging her other leg over the saddle of the remaining horse between the two young men.  In the time since discovering her magic-inspired ability, she had become increasingly adept at moving herself through free space.  And truth be told, Steve envied her for it.
 
   Sonya turned her horse about.  “We’d better get moving.  Once the scouts see us leaving the valley they won’t be long in telling Haldorum.  And you can bet he won’t like the news.”
 
   “They what?!”
 
   “Just after sunrise,” the soldier replied, stiffening in the face of the First Power’s sudden anger.  “They were some distance off but there is no mistake; the Third and Fourth Powers, accompanied by the tiger and a Jisetrian, all headed with great speed for the mouth of the valley.”
 
   Ever since Steve’s healing by the true Third, Sonya, Humans and Jisetrians alike had taken to referring to the young man as the Fourth Power of Mithal, despite no mention by the prophecy of such a one.
 
   “General Duva,” Haldorum said whirling, “assemble a search party and bring me your best tracker to lead the way.  Lieutenant Maxwell, send word to King Gorium, we will need a patrol in the air.  Move!”
 
   Haze leaned close to his woodsman friend saying, “You do not think he is headed for—“
 
   “I am afraid so,” Lurin interrupted.
 
   Jiv held tightly with two fistfuls of thick fur as Kayliss bounded through the forest well ahead of the others, serving as both scout for possible trouble as well as to keep a distance between himself and the skittish horses.  By midday, the Jisetrian fortress, jutting out of the ground at the end of the valley like a shark’s tooth, was a blue-gray mass in the distance.  Even so, they did not stop but briefly to stretch their legs and relieve themselves before moving on, wary of pursuit and hurrying to get to the Blue Mountain.
 
   “Banshee wails an’ tiger tails!” Jiv cried triumphantly as the great cat’s muscles flexed and released in an elegant stride, carrying them with zephyrean speed.  But no sooner did the sprite finish his trumpeting than Kayliss skidded to a halt, his nose testing the air.
 
   Jiv glanced about, both ahead and behind.  “Trouble, eh?  Well, whoever they be, they best beware less Steven an’ that young lass teach’em—woah!“
 
   Kayliss turned and raced back in the direction they had come as though death itself were at his heels.
 
   A few minutes later, Steve, Sonya, and Eegrin reined in their mounts as they spied the massive cat moving toward them like a white phantom through the trees.  In a matter of seconds, Kayliss was with them, his eyes on the young wizard.
 
   “From where?” Steve asked after a moment.  There was another pause and then, “How many?”  When he got his answer, he sighed and cursed their bad luck.
 
   “Trouble?” Sonya asked.
 
   Steve nodded disappointed.  “And lots of it.”
 
   Eegrin drew his sword as he scanned the trees ahead.
 
   Steve shook his head and held up a hand.  “You might as well put that away.  Unless it’s made of silver, it won’t do you any good.”
 
   Eegrin’s face blanched at the implication, for his sword possessed not a glimmer of silver to it.  In his preparations for this expedition—short notice or not—he had not planned for running into werewolves so far from the swamps of the Granar.
 
   Steve called Kayliss to his side, despite his horse’s obvious trepidation, and waited.  Under any other circumstances, he knew they should run.  Though a pursuing werewolf could outpace a horse on most any ground but an open plain, Eegrin and Sonya, both capable of flight, would be both fast and unhindered by terrain obstacles in their escape.  Eegrin could probably even carry Steve himself a significant distance while Kayliss outpaced the pursuing wolves on the ground.
 
   But something didn’t feel right to the young wizard; it just didn’t make sense.  Why would the werewolves venture so far from the Granar and follow the Resistance into Jisetrian territory?  Shallows Crag lay abandoned; Kurella was no longer among the Humans.  So why come here?  They can’t be looking for a fight, Steve reasoned.  Even with every werewolf in the lupine kingdom in tow, a confrontation would only hand them defeat against a military force comprised of three Powers and a well-trained ground corps, coupled now with air superiority.  No, a fight doesn’t make sense, Steve thought, but they had to be here for a reason.  
 
   There was only one way to find the answer, so he waited in tense silence.
 
   They did not wait long.  They appeared out of the cover of the trees and underbrush by the score, moving toward them both from the front and the sides.  Eegrin’s hand inched closer to the sword he had sheathed, silver or no.
 
   “Easy,” Steve told him, drawing out the word.  To Sonya he said, “If things turn ugly you know what to do.”  At this she nodded.
 
   Gouroth was strangely absent, but a lone figure stepped forward confidently from the rest; a large, black werewolf with silver-tipped ears.  It was easily the biggest lupine the three had ever seen, standing a full head taller than the rest of his kind with a massive chest and arms half again as thick as his brethren.
 
   It spoke to them then, its voice a series of growls and guttural sounds, the language of the wolves, foreign to all but Steve as a result of his gift of tongues.
 
   “Greetings, Steven Walker,” the beast said.  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance once again.”
 
   Steve’s brow knit at the wolf’s apparent familiarity with him.  “It seems you have me at a disadvantage,” he replied in the same tongue, “for I do not know who you are.”  Steve remained placid before the formidable wolf, waiting for its demeanor to turn imposing, or for the threats to begin, or for the intimidation to start, and already a little confused why it had not begun already.
 
   “You stand before the king, human!” another wolf growled menacingly.
 
   A slight smile curved Steve’s lips.  Ah, he thought, there we go.  That’s what I was waiting for. Until, that is, the black wolf silenced this other with a sharp gesture of one taloned hand.
 
   “Forgive my subject’s temper,” the larger replied to Steve calmly, almost good-humoredly, “as diplomacy is hardly a known strength among my kind.”
 
   This entire conversation thus far served no purpose other than to confuse the young wizard profoundly.  Something was severely out of sorts.
 
   “I do not understand,” Steve said forthrightly.  “The last I knew, Gouroth was king.  I have seen the man and, other than sharing the big pointy teeth, you don’t resemble him.”
 
   The wolf laughed, and even that appeared as one of genuine good humor, absent malice.  “Right you are!  The king you knew before me died only a week ago.”
 
   Behind the black and to his right another wolf, this one of a lighter brown, turned its head away at the mention of the event.  The black, apparently sensing this, looked almost apologetic.
 
   “He died by my hand,” the large black continued somberly, “though I didn’t want it.  But now I rule.”
 
   Steve nodded.  “This is all very interesting but somehow I don’t think you came all this way from the Granar just to inform me of the change in hierarchy.  So why don’t we just get down to the reason you’re holding us up?”
 
   The black wolf smiled toothily then, his humor seemingly returned.  “You always did like to get right to the point, didn’t you, Steve?”
 
   The eyes of both the young wizard and Sonya grew wide in disbelief at those words; not for what they said, but for the fact they were spoken in clear English.  But nothing the werewolf could have said would have prepared them for the shock of the change.  The black stood perfectly still, yet his body came alive, rippling as though possessing a thousand tiny creatures beneath the skin.  Ebony black fur disappeared back into the dark skin from which it had come, followed then by bones and muscle shrinking.  The claws, long and razor sharp, withdrew and widened, flattening to become fingernails once more.  A face took shape as the muzzle shortened, the cheekbones realigning and the teeth reforming; and then it were as though someone shined a light upon the being as the dark skin rapidly lightened until finally settling on a light peach.
 
   When the transformation was complete, Scott smoothed back his straight, blonde locks and smiled.  “What?” he said.  “No hug?”
 
   His guard down, Scott barely managed to leap clear as Steve unleashed a blinding flash of lightning that scorched the ground where Scott stood only a moment before.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXVIII
 
   “Those days of my childhood seem so far away,” he muttered in a low voice, “and yet how strange I sometimes think that I am able to remember so much.  That night the devil’s wretched spawn seized me from my cradle was the night of my deliverance, my destiny unfolding with the gift of its blessing upon me.”
 
   “It is odd, I think, I would remember so little of that giving.  One would think it to be the one thing I would recall most clearly.  And yet when I reach into my mind there is only the memory of the pain.  Such pain!  Agony that bore into the very fiber of my being and threatened to devour my soul.  Most men would have been driven to madness at a mere glance from my new master—but to be touched?”  The dark-robed figure considered the thought and a sinister smile played across his lips.  “A touch?  A touch from him would surely send even the strongest of them hurtling into oblivion.  As only a babe, I endured!”  Azinon threw his arms wide and clenched his fists in a celebration of his strength.  “Such was my heart a match for the evil of the second in command to the Prince of Darkness himself!”
 
   When the echo of his words faded away into nothing, his composure seemingly regained, if only for the moment, the sorcerer turned his eyes on the still figure standing cloaked in the shadowy corner of the dim chamber.
 
   “For seven years I remained in that creature’s lair, the ruined temple of a pagan god long since abandoned by its acolytes.  For seven years he instructed me of the world that would soon be mine to rule and of the creatures that inhabited it.”  His eyes narrowed maliciously.  “The creatures I would enslave.”
 
   The solitary figure across the room did not move, did not give the slightest hint the sorcerer’s words did not fall upon deaf ears, yet Azinon continued.
 
   “For seven years my master taught me of the languages, of strategy and history, and the art of war.  All those years did pass without my once ever seeing another of my kind.  So on the eve of my eighth year I crept out of the temple, thinking myself clever for deceiving my master, a devil of the highest primal order, and never did I suspect it was only another lesson.  I went to the outskirts of a shire not far away and came upon a group of boys playing in a field.  Peasants, I took them, by their garb.  Children of farmers who would more than likely have spent the remainder of their lives toiling in the dirt.  It was then, as I approached them, I came to realize these were not of my kind.  There were none truly of my kind; and these filthy beings, these wretches of the earth, were below me.”
 
   “Seeing my approach, they did likewise, asking my name when they drew near enough.  Without a word I took out my knife, one which I had often used to gut animals in my play time, and plunged its blade deep into the tallest boy.”
 
   Azinon rolled his eyes in ecstasy as he savored the memory of his first true kill.  And then, slowly, he looked again to the man in the shadows.  “I shall always remember that boy’s death as the sweetest.”  
 
   “But my master did not let me go that day so that I might learn to kill with my hands.  Although, I did not know it at that time, the devil was watching me from afar in the ways of his kind.  He caused me to draw upon the power for the first time in my young life, and with it I attacked the other boys, shredding their minds in a tidal wave of my own destructive power.  Oh, how I gloried in their agony and pitiful cries for mercy!  I sustained their pain for as long as their frail bodies could keep them alive, and I reveled in their twitching shells after their deaths.”
 
   Azinon waited then, as though he expected the still, shadowy figure to make some reply.  None was forthcoming, of course, and the sorcerer only nodded.
 
   “So shall it be with you,” he said.  Raising his pale hand and pointing a finger, he loosed a blast of energy that struck the figure full in the chest.  Chunks of stone exploded in all directions and rained a thousand bits of pebble and debris.  The destroying of the statue brought no pleasure to the sorcerer, not so long as the real man still drew breath somewhere in Mithal.
 
   Azinon stood there for long moments after, thinking.  He had struck a decisive blow to the Resistance, true.  In one fell swoop he had killed the Emperor—eliminating the last of the Imperial line once and for all—and crippled the rebels.  But for some reason he could not explain, something seemed amiss.  This thwarting of the prophecy had come altogether too easily.  There had to be something he had thus far failed to heed.
 
   The sorcerer shrugged, for then again, perhaps it was nothing at all.  He glanced briefly at the piece of blasted stone at his feet and scowled.  A face looked up at him, the face of Steven Walker, half of it missing and blackened, but smiling back at the sorcerer who had tried to destroy it.
 
   Azinon turned and strode purposefully out of the chamber, to kill the mason who had crafted it.
 
   Sonya raised a shield about their party; it’s beginning only a golden, glowing ring in the ground about them, but swiftly arcing upward to envelope them all in a protective hemisphere.  Steve alone remained outside its confines, his leap following his magical attack proving too swift to trap him within.
 
   Scott shrugged off the effects of the near miss with a startled, “Dude, what the hell?!” but even this he could not finish as he friend bore down on him with steel in hand.  Responding to his will, the enraged young wizard’s sword ignited with magical power and took on a white-hot glow.
 
   Rising to his feet Scott cried, “What are you doing?  It’s me!  Scott!”  And in answer a slice cut through the air that Scott barely avoided.
 
   “Take him!” Kurella ordered the other wolves.  “He attacks your king!”
 
   “No!” Scott countered, raising a hand to stay them but keeping his eyes on his friend.  “Leave him!”
 
   Within the dome Kayliss roared to be free but Sonya did not dare let down her shield, if even for an instant.
 
   “Dog!” Steve growled.  “I’ll kill you!  Did you think you could come here wearing his face?”
 
   Scott dodged behind a sapling but then jumped back as Steve felled the tree with a single slash and then lunged over the bole.
 
   “Steve, what’s the matter with you?” Scott managed as he leaped backwards.  “Don’t you believe your own eyes?”  All around them, the clearly conflicted werewolves stayed back a safe distance from the two, though ready to pounce on a word from their leader.
 
   Holding out his left hand, Steve invoked his will against the man he faced, and suddenly, terribly, Scott was frozen where he stood.
 
   Realizing her mate’s peril, Kurella was quick to act.  “Seize him!  Seize him now!”
 
   Kurella was already in motion and several others answered her call, but quicker was Sonya across the way.  Before the wolf girl and the others could react a second hemisphere formed around the combatants and Kurella slammed into—and then off of—its glowing surface.
 
   “Where will you go now?” Steve hissed through his anger, raising his sword point to the other’s throat.
 
   Steve’s hold, hastily summoned and far from complex, did not last long and a moment later Scott could move again.  This, however, did little for him, as it did nothing to ward against Sonya’s shield or the point of the glowing rapier a millimeter from his Adam’s apple.
 
   Steve’s breathing rasped through clenched teeth and his knuckles showed white against the hilt of his sword.  His right arm vibrated with the combination of tension on the weapon and the extreme effort of restraining himself from killing the man before him outright.
 
   “What,” Steve growled as he pressed the point of the blade lightly against the skin of Scott’s throat, the magic burning the flesh at just a touch, “did you possibly hope to gain from this?”
 
   “Steve, I don’t—“  Scott had started to raise his hands, as he often did when he spoke, but stopped short when Steve’s blade pressed closer still in warning.  He swallowed, and slowly lowered his arms to his sides.  “I don’t know what’s going on but I don’t—”
 
   “Scott died!” Steve bellowed in his face, his sword arm shaking even more.  “I saw him go down with my own eyes!”
 
   “You did not see him die,” came another voice, familiar.  “You saw his rebirth.”
 
   Steve’s eyes flashed left to the one who spoke, to the naked young woman standing just outside the shield, but then did a double-take.  Kurella stood unwavering in her human form, her fear and concern for Scott clearly visible upon her face.
 
   To Scott she said, almost apologetic, “He saw the ritual that night in Shallows Crag.”
 
   Scott’s eyes widened at this news.  “You mean he saw you…”
 
   Steve felt his resolve crumbling with every passing moment as the unknowns piled up around him.  “What ritual?” he demanded.  He wanted to hope, but he knew it could all be just a trick.
 
   Scott swallowed as Steve backed the point of his sword away an inch, but made no other move.  “You thought she killed me,” he breathed.  “And that I—“
 
   “What ritual!” Steve pressed.
 
   Scott nodded, acquiescing.  “It is possible,” he said, “for a human to become a werewolf.  It’s true we rip the throats from our prey during the hunt, to feed, but if this same action is done to a human when the moon is full it will infuse them with the spirit of the wolf.  It is called the Ritual of Change.”
 
   Steve stood staring at the young man before him.  He backed away with eyes wide but extended his arm as he did so, keeping his sword in place.  He watched him, not knowing whether something like this could truly exist or if this was merely a ruse to save this imposter’s life.
 
   “Look at me!” Scott said.  “Listen to my voice!  It’s me!  It was the only way Kurella and I could be together.  As a human there was no way her father would allow it, but if I were a werewolf also…”  He let the thought hang in the air and then his eyes brightened.  “You want proof?”  He then smiled.  “Girls are a lot like cars.  You may have a nice car now, but you’ll always notice others that drive by.”
 
   Steve blinked, then dropped his sword as though his arm had no strength left to bear it.  Scott last spoke those words back on Earth, just before their fencing practice in the courtyard of their high school.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Steve whispered and then caught his friend in a fierce hug.  “You’re alive!”
 
   Sonya dropped the shields and ran to her friends, wrapping her arms around the both of them with tears in her eyes.  The three from another world were three once more and it seemed too impossible to be real.  For a long time they remained, hugging each other, Scott and Steve pulling Sonya closer in their embrace, each of them feeling if they let go they might somehow be separated again.  But despite their thoughts and feelings, when the time came to leave that unity none of them vanished into thin air.
 
   There were so many things that needed said, and so little time with Haldorum surely on their heels; but first, Sonya noted the way Scott favored the one arm, and after closer inspection was shocked to find it broken.
 
   “Her father,” Scott explained briefly.  His arm was swollen and puffy, and it obviously pained him when he tried to move it too much.  Sonya touched her fingertips slightly above and below the wound, the golden glow following the sweetness in her voice seeped into the skin and infused the damaged area.  In a few moments most of the pain was gone and Scott experimentally flexed the muscles along his forearm with amazement writ clear on his face.
 
   “How does it feel?” she asked.
 
   “I…uh, better,” was the most he could reply as he extended his elbow experimentally a couple more times.
 
   “The swelling will go down in a day or two but, for now, can you travel?”
 
   Sobering somewhat, Scott nodded resolute.  “I got here, didn’t I?”  He turned then to Argos.  “Spread the word to the advancing legions to stay a day’s journey from the Resistance until notified.”  
 
   Steve made a mental note to ask his friend how he was capable of telling legions of werewolves what to do, but for the present he let the question go unasked.
 
   The time for explanations, however, was not far off.  With a search party surely on their tails there was no time to waste.  Scott and Kurella, as wolves, could easily keep up with the rest of their party but would make the horses too skittish for comfort, so Sonya gave up her own mount to the two to ride in human form.  With Sonya’s arms wrapped tightly around Steve’s waist, they were on the move again at a quickened pace, explaining to each other along the way all that had transpired in the absence of the other.  Scott told of his battle with Gouroth, and Steve recounted everything from the Emperor’s death, to their unsteady alliance with the Jisetrians formed by his engagement to King Gorium’s daughter.  As each told their story, the other could only listen amazed.
 
   “Now I see why you’re in such a hurry,” Scott said at last, and Steve nodded.  “Without the Emperor to ascend the throne, his daughter has to be found.”
 
   Assuming she’s still alive, Steve thought grimly.  He understood Haldorum’s patience in this matter; after all, the prophecy never said anything about when the imperial line would be restored.  For all the elder wizard cared, they should attack and after their victory they would have all the time in the world to scour the farthest reaches of the known lands in search of her.  Haldorum’s logic was sound, Steve had to admit, but for some reason he felt it important to know the answer and to know it now.
 
   Sonya, feeling the tension in him, squeezed him a little tighter saying, “You okay?”
 
   He patted her clasped hands on his stomach reassuringly.  “I’m all right; just wondering about the prophecy.”
 
   “You really ought to try and worry about one thing at a time for a change,” she replied, and Steve could hear the teasing in her voice.  “At this rate your head’s liable to explode.”
 
   “Besides,” she continued after a moment, “you’ve got me here, and Scott now, too.”
 
   “And lest you forget us,” Eegrin added, Kayliss running alongside him with Jiv clinging tightly to the tiger’s fur.
 
   Steve cast them all a wide smile, feeling genuinely better.  He was, after all, riding out to help forward their cause, surrounded on all sides by his closest friends.  His spirits soared as his outlook brightened.  If it was destined he should die he could think of no better circumstances under which to do it.
 
   “Come on!” he yelled to them all, kicking his horse to a gallop.  “Race ya’!”
 
   Kurella sat between Scott’s legs with her back against his chest, giggling girlishly as the two of them cuddled before a small but cozy fire.  The whole group had opted to make camp beside a small lake’s waterfall just before sundown.  None wanted to take the chance of riding in the dark, and since they had all been traveling since early morning the rest was welcomed by all.
 
   Kurella squirmed inside the folds of a tunic much too large for her as Scott’s arms snaked around her waist.  Scott too wore as much, for the sake of the sensibilities of his clothed traveling companions.
 
   “Look at em’,” Jiv was saying.  “Carryin’ long like a couple of fairy folk in heat, they are.  Would ya like a room, ya two?”
 
   Scott cleared his throat and regarded the little sprite, the grin refusing to leave his face.  “Sorry.”
 
   Steve, Sonya, and Eegrin only smiled, though, as it started up anew not a minute later.
 
   Jiv sighed.  “Kids!” he said throwing up his hands exasperated.
 
   Steve sat beside Sonya, the two of them leaning against Kayliss’s lounging form on the other side of the fire from the two werewolves.  The cool night air was calming and welcome, and the trees rustled in the wind beneath a half moon hanging sleepily in the sky.  The romantic setting served to lull Sonya into a kind of dreamy state that made her smile.
 
   It didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   “You’re very beautiful like that,” Steve commented.
 
   “Oh no,” Jiv muttered, his head falling into his hands.  “It’s catchin’.”  He climbed to his feet and then stalked out of the firelight.  “Ahm leavin’ afore the birdman starts makin’ goo-goo eyes at me.” 
 
   Sonya laughed, Steve and Eegrin with her.  Then Eegrin finally shrugged his shoulders and said, “He is kind of cute,” setting off a new round of laughter from them all.
 
   At last, Eegrin stood and stretched his wings.  “I think I am going to take advantage of such a lovely evening and scout around a bit.”  At that he walked to the edge of the lake and dived, his wings carrying him up over the rippling water.
 
   When their winged friend was out of sight Sonya asked, “What was it you said?”
 
   “I said you look beautiful.”  After a moment his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You heard me the first time, didn’t you?”
 
   Sonya effected a winsome smile.  “Well, a girl never tires of compliments like that.”
 
   Just then, the two of them noticed the giggling and fidgeting across the way no longer mingled with the crackling of the fire.
 
   “Well, don’t stop on our account,” Scott insisted.  “Please, things were just getting interesting.”
 
   Steve flashed a reproachful look.  “Don’t you have a flea to scratch somewhere?”
 
   “Ooo, that hurt!” Scott said feigning offence.
 
   Kurella tilted her head and whispered something in Scott’s ear that made his eyes light up.
 
   “Great idea!” he exclaimed.  They both stood up and Scott jumped over the fire to take a hand of each of his friends and help them to their feet as well.  “Come on,” he said.
 
   “Where are we going?” Sonya asked.
 
   Scott took Kurella’s hand then and moved out of the firelight, almost running in the direction of the lake.  “Skinny dipping!”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Sonya said following them.  Then she and Steve came across their discarded tunics and breeches, followed shortly by two distinct splashes.
 
   An uncomfortable silence stretched for several heartbeats between Steve and Sonya as they looked uneasily at one another.  Then Steve scratched his head, thinking he certainly could use a bath.  In fact, they all could after a full day of riding, and the idea certainly sounded inviting.  The next thing he knew he was heading toward the water, stripping off his clothes as he went.
 
   Sonya watched his silhouette against the reflected moonlight on the water as he stripped his clothes off.  When things got down to the bare essentials, she turned her head away, only to turn back again when it seemed he wasn’t looking.  He was, and Steve grinned, before diving headlong into the water.  After the initial shock from the temperature, he swam out to where Kurella and Scott were splashing and churning up the water with their play.
 
   “Right on, Steve!” Scott shouted triumphantly upon seeing his friend swimming toward them.
 
   “Why the hell not?” he replied with a toss of his head to clear his hair from his eyes.  “I’ve done crazier things.”
 
   Kurella noticed the surreptitious grin as Scott said, “Don’t I know it.”
 
   A fourth splash turned all their heads and then Sonya was swimming out to tread water in the center with the rest of them.  And, as far as anyone could tell, naked as a jaybird.
 
   “I took a minute to hang my clothes up,” she said.
 
   “I was wondering if you were coming at all,” Steve replied.
 
   She swam around behind him.  “What, and miss my chance to do this?”  Before Steve could react, she rose out of the water with a hand on either of his shoulders and dunked him.
 
   When he surfaced again, Scott was cheering, Kurella was clapping, and Sonya was a full length ahead, swimming furiously to delay inevitable retribution.
 
   “Oh, you’ll pay for that,” Steve vowed with a grin, already in pursuit.
 
   “And just what were you staring at when she rose up to dunk him?” Kurella asked sounding quite pert.
 
   “Me?” Scott shrugged innocently.  “Nothing!  Nope, not a thing—or things, as it were.  I didn’t see a things.”  A moment later Scott, too, was dunked.
 
   Barely containing her laughter, Sonya raced for the shore for all she was worth.  As she drew near she reached down with a foot but did not find the lakebed, and the delay cost her precious time.  With Steve right behind her, she swam several more feet and tried again, this time finding the sloping bank beneath her.  She rose part way out of the water and trudged her way as quickly as she could.  Given another second, she might have made it, but instead shrieked as Steve’s arm darted around her waist and pulled her back into deeper water, nearly submerging her in the process.
 
   Sonya was up again in an instant.  With one hand she smoothed back her hair away from her eyes but Steve had vanished.  A few moments passed and the waters grew still around her, the only sound that of her own motion through the water as she turned first left, then right.  Still no one, until an eruption of water, and a great deal of splashing later, Sonya found herself cradled in Steve’s arms, her own arms protectively concealing her breasts.
 
   “Now aren’t we in a spot?” Steve teased.  Though her bottom half remained concealed in the darkness of the water, a few steps toward the shore would solve that altogether.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!” she replied trying to keep a serious face.
 
   “After what you did?”
 
   Sonya’s countenance softened then, adopting a pleading look as one might who surrenders to the mercy of another.  “But you wouldn’t do that while he’s watching, would you?” she asked with a glance over his shoulder.
 
   Steve turned his head toward the shore but saw no one.  When he turned back Sonya met his lips fully with her own.  In the shock of his surprise, she wriggled free of his hold without resistance. Their lips parted and by the time Steve realized the ruse Sonya was several feet away in the water, laughing and holding a hand out in his direction to ward him off.
 
   “That’s far enough,” she said still laughing, even though he hadn’t even yet moved.
 
   Steve wagged a finger at her slowly.  “You cheat,” he said.
 
   “That is not cheating.  Women have reserved the right to get their way with their feminine wiles for centuries.  Now, I dunked you, you dunked me.  Even?”
 
   Steve crossed his arms and rolled his eyes as though to think about it, and in so doing noticed two figures leaving the water fifty yards away in the moonlight.
 
   Seeing his slow smile she asked, “What is it?”  She moved beside him again, careful to keep the water line above her breasts, and gazed in the direction he looked.  Then she saw them too, Scott and Kurella, moving away from the water hand-in-hand toward the cover of the trees.
 
   Steve sighed, the sound of it carrying an unmistakable concern.  “I hope he’s right about her,” he muttered.  “He’s paid too big a price to be wrong.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she managed to ask.
 
   He shrugged.  “It’s not my place to choose for him.”
 
   “I’m talking about you, Steve.  You and Vessla.”
 
   He looked as though to answer immediately, but one look into those beautiful, brown eyes brought him up short and made him swallow the lie.
 
   Even without the words, Sonya saw it in his face.  “If you’re not sure, Steve, then please don’t do it.”
 
   “I’ve never been sure,” he replied.  “Not since the first day I agreed.  But I had to or the alliance wouldn’t have happened—and you know it’s true.  King Gorium would sooner see his kingdom destroyed than give in to his own damn pride.”  He paused for a long time and then, “It won’t be too bad, I suppose.  The princess is a very beautiful woman, and she seems to think I’ll grow to love her.”  He shrugged.  “She’s probably right.”
 
   “But you don’t think so,” Sonya finished for him.  Steve didn’t answer at first, but then, slowly, he shook his head.
 
   “Not in the way either of us deserves.  There is someone I would have chosen, though,” he said.  “I’ve seen her, I’ve touched her,”—he then shook his head at the futility of his own desire—“and I know I will never be with her.”  His voice was a controlled, pent up strain of grief and profound disappointment.
 
   “Then tell her!” Sonya said insistent, touching his shoulder briefly with both hands.  “Let her know the way you feel so at least you can say you did that much.”
 
   Steve looked away and laughed ruefully at the notion.  “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can.  You know you can!  And you know also that you’ll regret it all your life if you don’t.”
 
   “Sonya,” he said with a strained shake of his head, “I can’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I just can’t!”
 
   “That’s not telling me why.”
 
   “Because—“  Steve bit back the words.  He fought with himself, fighting over what his heart wanted and what was the right thing to do.  “Just…because,” he finished finally.  “She doesn’t belong to me.”
 
   “Then you’ve got to fight for her, Steve,” Sonya replied insistent.  “Forget your promise to Vessla and do what is best for you.”
 
   He turned away, grinding his teeth against his turmoil.  “Please, just let it go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I can’t change the prophecy, damn it!” he said whirling back to face her.  “Because the one I want is you!”  The realization of his slip suddenly hit him like a physical blow.  Unable to look at her anymore he turned away again, not knowing if what he was feeling now was shame, embarrassment, or both.
 
   “I am so, so, stupid,” he chastised himself aloud.  “I can’t believe I said that,” he whispered.
 
   Sonya stared after him, unable to say a word.
 
   “Do you know how long I’ve been aware of this?” Steve asked without turning.  “These feelings?  Can you imagine what it is like for me to be jealous of your future husband—a man I haven’t even seen?”
 
   Sonya moved through the water and placed one hand upon his shoulder and the other on the arm of the same.  “Steve, I’m so sorry.  But what can we—”
 
   “Please, don’t,” he said gently pulling away from her.  “Just…don’t.  I’ll be all right, really.”  He took another step away from her and then paused a moment, turning his head slightly as he spoke.  “When Vessla confronted me with this I lied to her.  I do love you, Sonya.”  He wanted to say more but stopped himself, feeling he had already said too much.  Without another word, he swam toward the adjacent shore with a strength born of disappointment and heartache.
 
                 Sonya watched him go, her own sadness welling up inside her.  “I love you, too,” she whispered after him, “but what can either of us do?”
 
   After a breakfast of dried meat, cheese, and bread, they were mounted and riding toward the Blue Mountain shortly after daybreak.  Steve and Sonya spoke little, the tension between them heavy and palpable to the rest of their party.  Something happened last night between the two—that much was obvious—but none of the remaining four dared venture to ask, not even the usually inquisitive sprite.
 
   The remainder of their journey continued as before with Jiv, Scott, Eegrin and Kurella endeavoring to maintain conversation, though strained as it was, and trying to pretend nothing at all was wrong.  It wasn’t until just before sunset of the third day the party finally arrived at the base of the Blue Mountain.  Steve, for one, actually breathed a little easier, thankful to have something to focus his mind on, as brooding over their present problems was tiresome.
 
   “Ready or not,” he muttered to the mountain, “here we come.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXIX
 
   The wildlife remained plentiful, yet there remained a sense of emptiness in the air that sent chills down the spine.  It was difficult to name exactly, not being a sensation any of them had ever experienced before.
 
   “I would say our cover is thinning,” Eegrin remarked, noting how the slope of the ground continued to increase as they ascended while the number of trees grew sparser.  Around them, exposed granite outcroppings jutted out of the ground with increasing frequency.
 
   “Twould be ah good idea fer us ta make camp ere an now,” Jiv offered.  “Ah cun already see the moon, an the sun asn’t even completely set.
 
   Steve hated to admit it but he knew the sprite was correct.  Halting this close, however, only made him all the more eager to find the Oracle and have his answers.  But right is right, he thought.  Common sense was not something to be discarded just because it was inconvenient.
 
   He shrugged, “Looks like the ayes have it.”
 
   They hobbled the horses, retrieved their blankets in the process, and prepared a meager meal of dried meat and cheese as the sun finished its descent behind the mountains to the west.
 
    
 
   Farther away, another pair of eyes watched Steve’s party from the concealment of a stand of bushy saplings a hundred yards off.  Those eyes, malicious and piercing, creased at the corners as a crooked smile nearly took in his ears across his scarred and weathered face.  He watched them for a time, careful to check the wind on occasion to be sure it still favored him, before finally stalking away in the rapidly fading light to alert the others of his patrol.
 
   Steve couldn’t sleep.  As such, he volunteered for the first watch since he was sure it would be a great while yet before sleep would take him.  The turmoil of his own emotions riled him to no end, and was as equally fierce as any physical confrontation he could think of.  It was all he could do not to pace obsessively as his friends slept.
 
   Kayliss alone watched him, sharing the young man’s inner struggle but unable to do anything about it.  The big cat shifted uneasily and growled low, disturbing somewhat, but not awakening Sonya who lay curled against his furry warmth.
 
   Steve leaned against the tree with his fists clenched against the visions in his mind.  There he saw himself kissing Princess Vessla, her lithe form pressed against him and his hands moving slowly down the sides of her body, and then suddenly Vessla was no longer there, replaced instead by Sonya, her skin soft and full lips sweet as honeydew as they met his own.  The whites of his knuckles showed through as he forced himself to block it out.  With his back against the tree, he slid down its length and he drew his knees close, letting his forehead rest upon them and his arms wrapped about his calves.  Vessla was there again, then Sonya, then Vessla once more, the cycle repeating mercilessly in his mind.  He raised his head and suddenly realized he was sweating.
 
   What is the matter with me? he thought, his anger welling.  Why am I doing this to myself?  He forced his thoughts away from both women, trying instead to focus on those memories of his endless fencing lessons, only to have soft rustle of fabric replace the clanging of steel, the feel of cold metal give way to the touch of smooth skin.  Nothing it seemed could banish the thoughts of holding Sonya in his arms.
 
   A ripple of power rolled over the young man and the crystal glimmered about his neck.  Steve quickly suppressed it.  He had to do something—anything—soon or his emotions alone were going to overwhelm him.  He needed a vent to channel his anger, a means to calm himself.  He rose to his feet and buckled his sword to his belt.  Kayliss started to rise but Steve stayed him with a thought and an upraised palm.  Someone had to stay behind and protect the others while they slept.  Besides, this was something he wanted to do on his own.
 
   If I need you, I’ll call, he thought to the great cat.  Kayliss remained, but growled his discontent.  Steve told himself not to, but he glanced in Sonya’s direction anyway—just once.  He lingered only a moment, though; not wishing to wallow in his thoughts of what could have been.
 
   “I guess it isn’t called ‘harsh reality’ for nothing,” he muttered.  At the prospect of the task before him, already those earlier disturbing thoughts were finding a new home in the back of his mind while thoughts of what lie ahead took their place.  He turned and, with his left hand resting on the hilt of his blade, he jogged out of the camp.  
 
   The base of the mountain climbed as a gradual slope, gently rising upward for the first mile before becoming noticeably steeper, to both his eyes as well as in the strain in his legs.  It wasn’t too long after that he stopped to rest, seating himself on an outcropping of ubiquitous granite jutting out of the ground.  Scrub brush was prominent now, and many of the trees held a permanent bend from years of blowing wind that presently remained thankfully absent.  Looking around, he wondered if he was even moving in the right direction, knowing nothing more than somewhere on this mountain was supposedly a way to the Oracle.  He couldn’t help but wonder sarcastically if half of the trial was simply finding the blasted thing.  Resolved to hunt all night if he had to, Steve set off again with only the sounds of his breathing and the occasional scuff of his boot on a rock to accompany him.
 
   Perhaps it was only his imagination playing tricks on him in the dark, but he could swear the farther he went the more he felt someone was watching him, an omnipresent feeling emanating from the very mountain itself.  He tried to ignore it, dismissing it as nerves, but the higher he climbed the more his innate magic sense buzzed about him like electricity on the air.  This place held a sense of antiquity that went deeper than the stone.
 
   An hour later and several hundred feet into his trek the strange feeling prickled the hairs on the back of his neck.  Steve cautiously kept his hand near the hilt of his sword as he moved.  Something was amiss, and he hated the sense of unknown.  Then, there to his right, a glint in the shadows caught his attention and he turned to face it.
 
   There was a shuffle amid the backdrop of the brush.  Steve drew his sword.  “Who’s there?”
 
   No reply.
 
   The young wizard shifted his weight slowly, nervously, from right to left, not liking at all how the odds seemed to be stacking up against him.  He was alone, in unfamiliar territory, in the dark, facing the potential of multiple opponents.  No, definitely not good.
 
   He backed away cautiously, scanning the trees and boulders in front of him, watching for any sign of attack…when the sharp point of a knife pressed not-so-gingerly against his lower back.
 
   Steve sighed, disappointed, and his shoulders slumped.  “Shit.”
 
   “Your sword,” a baritone said simply.
 
   Judging from the direction, Steve gauged this a man even taller than himself, and barrel-chested by the sound of him.  Obediently, he dropped his weapon and kicked it a few feet away.  In front of him, where he had first heard the shuffle in the brush, two more men stepped out of the shadows and into the wan moonlight.  One of them approached hefting a heavy crossbow on his right arm.  Steve noted despairingly these men wore the red blood moon symbol above their hearts.
 
   “Do we kill this one,” the man behind asked, “or take him?”
 
   Kayliss listened to the sounds of night, a means to occupy himself while keeping a vigilant watch over the sleeping members of the camp, when a shift of the wind brought a scent to his nostrils other than pine and earth.  He raised his head from his forepaws and tested the air again.  A low growl rumbled deep in his chest, puffing his lips out slightly over his teeth with the expended breath.
 
   Steve’s heartbeat quickened as the power he called upon flooded his every living cell.
 
   The man holding the knife wrinkled his brow in question at the strange twinkling sound.  “What is that?” he asked the other two.
 
   Before anyone could answer, the crystal flared and Steve moved with the deadly grace of a cat.  He jumped into the air and kicked backward with both legs into the man’s chest, sending him flying.  Steve tucked and somersaulted as he hit the ground, coming up before the remaining two men still on their feet.  The redcrest with the crossbow pulled the trigger with a hasty bead on the young man’s chest but Steve’s hand was already extended.  The bolt remained in place as though fused to the stock, then cracked and splintered a moment before the entire weapon folded in on itself.  The soldier dropped the weapon with a start and an exclamation.
 
   Both men stared at the shattered remains on the ground and then looked to each other, their expressions revealing they both knew that somehow, somewhere along away, the tables had turned on them for the worse.  Such suspicions were confirmed as they watched wide-eyed as the silver rapier floated up from the ground and settled into their young opponent’s waiting hand.  Still, the third member of their party was back on his feet—however unsteadily—and that was enough to bolster the weaponless crossbowman.
 
   “Take him!” he said ardently, though it sounded more like bluster than courage to Steve.  “He cannot get us all!”
 
   Steve quirked a brow at this.  “Think so?” was all he said in reply.
 
   For the other two, that was enough.  Without another word, the two men bolted for the cover of denser wood and the soldier who had spoken suddenly stood alone.
 
   “How’s your morale right about now?” Steve asked, but the remaining redcrest turned and bolted before the last word hit the air.
 
   Steve nearly followed, knowing he could not allow these men to report back, when something like breath brushed by his ear.  The word came in the hushed voice of a whisper and he nearly missed it in his rush to be away.  He paused and peered into the darkness all around but could not identify the source.  The places to hide among the shadows, boulders, and trees were numerous and if it were an enemy he could literally be anywhere.  Steve started forward cautiously with his blade held defensively.  He eyed a boulder with suspicion large enough to hide several men.  Pressing his back up against this, he carefully moved along its rough surface, then paused to listen a moment before determining he could hear nothing beyond the sound of his own breathing.  Then a sudden thought unsettled him, if there were indeed several men hiding behind this rock their sudden silence was an indication they knew he was close.  Steve began to slink back the way he had come, keeping his eyes forward in case one of them should jump out and attack.  When he felt the distance was right to make a run for safer ground he turned—and then jumped back with a shout of fear and surprise until finally losing his balance altogether.  He landed solidly on his backside but only winced at the pain, his gaze firmly locked on the ghostly figure of the dead Emperor standing before him.  Everything about the man remained exactly as Steve remembered, except the militant uniform and cloak about his shoulders, once black and gold, were now a deathly pale white.  And those eyes!  At once wise and kind in life, now only dark, hollow sockets.
 
   Coming to this world taught Steve to believe in a great many things he once thought the stuff of fairy tales, but until now ghosts had not yet made that list.  Of all the things that should have been running through his mind, Steve’s thoughts harkened to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the scene where Hamlet’s father returned to inform his son of his murderous uncle.
 
   Steve scrambled away crab-like as the pale figure took a step toward him.  “Stay where you are!” he warned.  Although, what he would do if the apparition chose not to cooperate was still up in the air.
 
   The Emperor’s ghost—or whatever this thing was—did stop, though; and for a moment appeared as confused as the young man he faced.  Then with a sure deliberateness, he pointed off into the darkness toward the high summit of the mountain.
 
   “This place gets damn weirder by the minute,” Steve muttered as he climbed warily to his feet.  He glanced quickly in the direction the ghostly figure pointed and then back again, not daring to take his eyes off the apparition for more than a second.  
 
   The spirit made no move toward him or gave any other indication of hostile intent.
 
   Steve indicated with his chin up the mountain.  “What?  Up there?”
 
   The Emperor lowered his arm and nodded once slowly.
 
   “Is it really you, Your Majesty?”
 
   Again he nodded.
 
   This is nothing short of incredible, Steve thought to himself.  And, indeed, he was putting it mildly.  After all, he was talking with a dead man.
 
   “How do I know it’s really you?” he asked.  “How do I know you’re not some specter sent by Azinon?”
 
   The Emperor looked pained.  He opened his mouth as if to speak but no sound issued forth, his hand gestures mirroring his frustration in his inability.  Finally, Steve watched carefully the Emperor’s lips as he mouthed a single word with his countenance bordering on desperation.
 
   Please.
 
   To trust in this meant to trust in the unknown.  And Steve hated that.
 
   “All right,” he said reluctantly, and against his better instincts.  “Lead the way.”
 
   The Emperor faded from view and reappeared thirty yards up the mountain.  Still cautious, Steve followed.
 
   He knew of spirits—at least of them—Steve had just never seen one before.  He had heard stories of those that remained behind in the physical world after death, but the reasons for the hypothesis were as many and varied as the spirits themselves.  Some believed it was a result of the souls of the departed not understanding they were dead, and they continued to walk the earth, repeating their daily routines under the illusion of life.  Still other explanations gave credence to the idea it was a form of punishment, a purgatory from which they cannot escape, bound by an object—like a house—to the physical world and at the same time unable to touch it.  A third account speaks to the idea the spirit of the dead left something behind unfinished in life, and they can permit themselves no final rest until the matter becomes resolved.
 
   If one or more were true, right now Steve had to go with option number three.
 
   The Emperor led him to a tunnel in the rock face, well concealed by a partial avalanche and wild scrub.  Without his supernatural guide he might easily have searched for a hundred years and still never have found it.  Steve drew his sword and channeled his power into the metal, giving the blade a white glow, and then followed the Emperor into the mountain.  
 
   The tunnel itself was akin to a tube, perhaps forty feet in diameter, like some massive worm had bored its way out from the center of the mountain centuries ago.  It was the walls of the tunnel, however, that put the young man ill at ease, melted, charred, and black.  His imagination conjured a frightful picture of molten lava pouring through the tunnel and roasting him alive—the word ‘alive’ being the briefest part of that thought.  He forced this away with a shudder.  This world had enough horrors lurking in it without his help.
 
   The Emperor walked ahead of the young wizard with all the sound of an eagle’s shadow passing over a field.  There were so many questions Steve wanted to ask of the man but somehow, somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew their time together was swiftly passing.  Instead he occupied his mind with the matter that troubled him most.  Perhaps it was only his imagination, but something about the Emperor seemed different—and it was more than just his lack of a corporeal body.  Why had His Majesty come back to guide him in this mission when Haldorum himself had been unwilling to even sanction it?  And if there was something the Emperor had come to do, where were the spirits of the tens of thousands of others who had died in the same cause, died before ever seeing whether their efforts had been for naught?  What was so important to this one spirit that it could defy the grave?
 
   So caught up was he in his own thoughts Steve nearly walked into it.  He came up short, startled somewhat, and glanced about wondering how best to circumvent this obstacle.  Like the teeth of some great beast, the stalactites extended down from the ceiling to meet with the stalagmites rising up from the floor, effectively blocking the passage of anything larger than perhaps a small dog.  Peering through the gaps in this natural blockade revealed the tunnel beyond curving gently to the right, and from there emanated a warm, radiant light.
 
   Steve looked to the Emperor and shrugged, but the only answer he received to his unspoken question was the Emperor’s extended arm, pointing in the direction of the light.
 
   Hands on hips, Steve looked doubtfully at the thick stone columns barring his path.  “Great,” he said on the exhale of a deep breath.  “What now?”
 
   The Emperor passed through the obstruction like air and waited expressionless and silent.
 
   “For some of us it’s not that easy,” Steve remarked, puzzling over his next course of action.  If he were to try and magic his way through it would more than likely work, but it would also be noisy, effectively announcing to every living thing—and possibly some nonliving ones as well—he had arrived.  For a moment he considered the possibility this was actually his test, but just as quickly dismissed it as more wishful thinking.  A simple blockade of stone was just too much to hope for.  No, to gain audience with the Oracle he was sure he would have to tackle a problem much larger than this.
 
   Seeing no other way around it, Steve hefted his sword saying, “So much for—“
 
   He bit off his words as the stalactites and stalagmites flowed away from each other before his eyes, as though the stone had taken on liquid properties, slowly sinking back into the ceiling and floors until every trace of their existence was gone.
 
   “—subtlety,” Steve finished.  He couldn’t shake the feeling this had all the makings of a bad horror flick, where the door to the villain’s lair squeaks open of its own accord, inviting the hero in to his certain doom.  A sinking feeling formed in the pit of Steve’s stomach, though he told himself it had to be the Oracle’s doing—for who or what else could have known he was here?  Even so, the display was unnerving all the same.
 
   So much for sneaking in.
 
   For some reason unknown to the young wizard, the Emperor’s spirit chose this convenient time to vanish, leaving him alone in the charred corridor.  Steve’s palms were sweating, and he took a moment to wipe them on his midnight trousers before continuing toward the yellow-gold radiance that now seemed more threatening than it had a moment before.  His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword as he walked.  He moved as quietly as humanly possible, keeping his back to the curvature of the wall as he rounded the gentle bend in the tunnel.  And like the moon that slowly peeks from behind the cover of the clouds, Steve’s head appeared around the bend and the room at the end of the tunnel came into view.  At first Steve thought his eyes must surely be deceiving him, but closer inspection convinced him they were not.  
 
   Gold, more than he had ever seen—or ever imagined he would see—in all of his life.  Steve stopped at the mouth of the tunnel, which opened into a chamber as vast as Shallows Crag itself.  Mounds of gold coins, rings, goblets, daggers, and precious jewels rising twenty feet and more into the air, forming a snaking valley through the vast riches.  Steve took an unconscious step into the massive cavern and heard the sound of gold coins clink and slide beneath his booted feet.  The light illuminating the chamber had no apparent source, but reflected and glinted off of the wealth all around him.  His thoughts turned momentarily selfish as he thought how a handful of the gems alone would easily send his younger brother and him through college, paying off the house for his parents, and put them into early retirement if they so desired.
 
   Not to mention pay for my Ferrari, he thought with a smirk.
 
   His wistful ruminating then scattered like so many leaves in the wind at the sound of movement somewhere amid the numerous hills of gold beyond the small valley in which he stood.  Steve lowered himself a few inches in tense expectation of attack, and then moved ahead, not wishing for the enemy to come to him and possibly surround him.  He winced with the sound of his first footfall in on the carpet of gold coins, and regretted every one thereafter, believing surely every step would give him away long before he got close.
 
   That last thought, however, brought him up short.  The sound of the coins cut both ways.  He listened intently, standing near the end of the golden valley, straining his ears for any sound of movement that might betray the location of anyone approaching.
 
   Long minutes passed, and then he heard it.  The sound of an avalanche of treasure spun the young man around in time to see the tunnel exit disappear behind tons of golden metal as one of the towering hills nearest collapsed over the mouth.  Steve knew better than to blame chance.
 
   “Where are you?” he shouted, turning defensively this way and that.  “Enough with the games.  We both know the other is here so show yourself!”
 
   There was a rush of air from his left and Steve darted toward it.  The coins sounded like tiny crashing cymbals with every step, rounding first one hill of gold and then another.  Once his feet slipped out from underneath him and he fell in a shower of coin, but was back up and moving again almost immediately.  By now the rushing of air had fallen into a steady rhythm and Steve closed on it, his sword leading the way.  No matter how many of them he faced, no matter how powerful they were, he would pass his test and demand the answer to his question from the Oracle.
 
   At last, he knew he was near for the sound resounded like a rushing wind.  Steve raced around the base of a monstrous mound of gold with a glint in his eye, eager to be done with his challenge.  Then he came to a long, skidding, sliding halt.  He stared in awe into the eyes of the creature looking back at him.
 
   Into the monstrous eyes of a great, golden dragon.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXX
 
   A head as large as a three-masted ship rose up from the priceless riches by a long and magnificently scaled neck.  One hundred feet above the stunned young wizard, the mouth split wide in a yawn easily large enough to swallow a Sherman tank.  Warm air wafted through the chamber at a single exhalation of that yawn and suddenly Steve’s thoughts flooded with visions of the charred tunnel by which he had entered.  The dragon returned its gaze to the young man standing, evidently transfixed, before it and regarded him with cool indifference, as one might a curious knickknack on a living room shelf.
 
   “So,” it said at last, its voice a rumble like thunder, “the halfling manchild seeks me out at last.” He looked down at the sword Steve held in a sweating grip.  “Is that for me?” it asked sounding slightly amused.
 
   For a long heartbeats Steve did not move, staring in stupefied incredulity at the sheer size of the creature, before finally finding enough motor skills to stagger back a step, then fall squarely on his backside, all without once looking away.  “Y-you can…you can…”
 
   “Speak?” the dragon finished for him, a scaled brow rising at the notion.  “Yes, for some time now.”
 
   Steve scrambled clumsily to his feet.  “There is no way this is fair!”
 
   “What is not fair, halfling?”
 
   For a moment, Steve desperately glanced about in search of a place to take cover but could find nowhere to hide – unless he felt inclined to burrow into a hill of gold coins.  “It can’t expect me to fight you!” he said at last with a desperate hand gesture encompassing all of the scaled monster.
 
   The dragon huffed in amusement and a blast of hot air blew over Steve smelling distinctly of brimstone.  “Who said anything of a battle?” the dragon asked, the corners of its mouth upturned in a scaly grin.
 
   Steve held his sword defensively before himself, though more so because he didn’t know what else to do.  After all, a simple misplaced cough from this thing and he was a french fry.  But still, it was reassurance, infinitesimal though it may have been.  “Well…” Steve floundered for words, “the Oracle…sort of.”
 
   “Eighteen years of life must surely have taught you much, halfling, to understand so well the mind of the Oracle.”
 
   “I never said that,” Steve replied defensively, but still mindful of his respect—well mindful, in fact.  “I only know that before I can see the Oracle I first have to be tested, to face my challenge.  And when I saw you, well…”  Feeling less afraid this monstrous creature was going to eat him, he shrugged and let his sword arm fall until the tip of his blade clinked off the coins on the chamber floor.
 
   The dragon’s head turned slowly from side to side in a patient, parental manner.  “So much yet to learn, halfling manchild.”
 
   So Haldorum keeps telling me, Steve thought.
 
   Though he had not spoken aloud, Steve noticed the dragon’s eyes curiously reflected amusement.
 
   “Not that I’m disappointed to hear it or anything,” Steve said quite truthfully, “but what am I supposed to fight if not you?”
 
   “You will fight no one.”
 
   There was silence for a time and then Steve said, “I won’t?”
 
   “No, you will not.  Not here.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do?  It’s important that I see the Oracle.”
 
   “And so you have,” the dragon replied, “and continue to do so, for I am the Oracle of the Blue Mountain.  Travelers who come here face their challenge in order to gain the answers to the questions they hold.  Should I deem them worthy, I grant them enlightenment, but to fail often means death.”   The dragon’s head lowered slightly and its eyes narrowed.  “Or worse.”
 
   Steve sheathed his sword, as a gesture of confidence as well as to shake off the effects of the dragon’s unsettling tone.  When he looked back the dragon’s huge features had resumed a more calm expression akin to serenity.  “I don’t understand,” Steve said.  “My friend, Lurin, said something about a counsel he held with you, but he failed to mention that conversation was with a dragon.  I imagine he wouldn’t have forgotten to mention a detail like that.”
 
   “Your friend did come, and he met his challenge with great courage.  In reward I granted him the knowledge of the location of the Third Power of Mithal, though he never saw me as you do now.”
 
   “They found her,” Steve stated.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But only after they found me.”
 
   “Again, yes.”
 
   “Then what of me?  If I am not meant to fight anyone, then what will be my challenge?  I need answers.”
 
   The dragon let out a short burst of laughter that boomed like an explosion, rebounding off the cavern walls and shaking the ground underfoot.  “I cannot help you, halfling,” it said at last. “There is no challenge I can place upon you greater than that which you have already chosen for yourself.”  Again the dragon laughed and Steve was forced to cover his ears against the thunder of it.
 
   “I still don’t understand,” Steve said, his ears ringing somewhat.  “You don’t even know my question.  What challenge have I chosen?  What are you talking about?”
 
   The dragon lowered its head to within a dozen feet of the ground.  “You wish to know the fate of the Imperial Princess; you wish to know the name of the royal house into which the Third Power will marry; and you wish to know your own part in the scheme of the prophecy.  How am I doing so far, halfling?”
 
   Steve wrinkled his brow, not understanding the reason for the label.
 
   “You forgot one,” he said.  “If you know so much about the past, present and future then you must know my name as well.”
 
   “True,” the dragon agreed.  “A pity you cannot say the same.”
 
   What the hell was that supposed to mean?  Steve crossed his arms over his chest.  “You talk in riddles.”
 
   “I speak in truths.”
 
   “I have yet to hear it.”
 
   “You have yet to listen.”
 
   Steve dropped his arms exasperated.  This was getting him nowhere.  “Look, please, there are things I have to know.  The Emperor is dead.  It was his ghost that led me here.  I have to know if his daughter is still alive.”
 
   The dragon’s head rose again as it said, “The Emperor could not accompany you into this place because the spirits of the dead are forbidden to enter here.  As for his daughter, you waste your time searching.”
 
   At first the dragon’s reply did not register, not fully, but in a moment those same words bouncing around in his head seemed to hit him like a hammer’s blow.  It brought him up short with what he was going to say still lingering on his lips.
 
   “Then she is dead?” he stammered.
 
   The dragon cocked its head slightly and regarded him as one might a petulant child that refuses to listen.  “Is that what I said, halfling?”
 
   “She either is or she isn’t.”
 
   “You continue to ask questions when your challenge is not yet complete.”
 
   Steve sighed inwardly.  So the conversation was back to running in circles.  “You’ve given me no challenge!”
 
   “You have taken it upon yourself to set this world free.  If you succeed and Azinon is sent to his final rest, you will have your answers.  There is within the royal chambers of the Palace of Rajasthan a mirror none but Azinon dare gaze into.  Should you wrest the sorcerer’s life from him, this very same mirror will show you all you wish to know.  This is your challenge, halfling manchild.  Fail in this and know you will surely die with the souls of millions following in your wake, including that of the one you hold most dear, the very same whom you love.”
 
   This last stung Steve visibly and, seeing this, the Oracle’s expression softened.
 
   “I do not say this to hurt you.  But it is true, though you may wish it were not.”
 
   Steve gritted his teeth behind his lips until his jaw ached, an eternity passing before his composure returned to him.  Looking up slowly he said, “Don’t do me any favors, all right?  I know how I feel, and for whom I feel it, and in that I don’t need your help.  I didn’t come here for advice on my love life.  I came here for answers and all you’ve given me are more questions.”
 
   “I have given you much more, halfling,” the dragon replied, “and you will come to realize this in time, but for now you must go.”
 
   “I’m not leaving until you tell me what I want to know,” Steve said with more bravery than he felt.
 
   “Oh, no?”
 
   “I need answers.”
 
   The dragon smiled, exposing fangs twice as long as the human was tall.  “Very well.  I offer you a choice, halfling: remain here and I shall answer every question you pose to me.”  Then, with an intake of breath that pulled at Steve’s clothing, the Oracle blew down a stream of blue smoke that struck the surface of the gold several feet from the young wizard.  It then curled back on itself and arched high into the air, circling around until meeting with its tail end in a loop twice that of a man’s height.  In its center it grew dim, the mounds of gold visible on the other side fading, replaced by a falling, screening mist of lighter blue.  
 
   “But the price of remaining,” the dragon continued, “may be more than you wish to bear.”
 
   Steve glanced briefly at the dragon, suspicious, as the swirling, blue mist slowly revealed a scene not unlike one he recently left.  Then, terribly, he recognized it as the exact one he left.  In the time it took to realize what had happened in his absence, Steve’s curiosity of the portal changed to a sickening fear that dropped straight to the pit of his stomach.
 
   “You must choose,” the Oracle said.
 
   But Steve leaped through the magical gate before the last word touched the air.
 
   Sonya stirred, slowly rising from unconsciousness at Kayliss’s nudge.  She mumbled incoherently and started to drift back to sleep when a second nudge from the tiger brought her fully awake.  Propping herself on her elbow she rubbed sleepily at her eyes.  Her drowsiness dispersed quickly at the realization the fire had died to pile of smoldering coals, an event that should not have occurred with someone on watch.  She sat up and instinctively glanced around for Steve, only to find him gone.  It didn’t make any sense he would go missing and Kayliss, always at the young man’s side, yet remained.
 
   “Where’s Steve?” she asked the tiger alarmed.  “Is he all right?”
 
   Jiv sat up sleepily from his place between Kayliss’s shoulders asking, “Eh now, whas all the racket?”
 
   “Sonya?”  To her left Eegrin had come awake followed quickly by Scott and Kurella.  “What is wrong?  Where is Steve?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied rising swiftly to her feet.  “But I think we’re in trouble.”
 
   “We are,” Kurella agreed, her ears listening intently.  “Soldiers, from two directions, and they are not being quiet about it.”
 
   Eegrin stood and buckled his sword to his waist.  “That is a bad sign.”
 
   Scott jumped to his feet alongside Kurella as his eyes caught sight of the red-orange flames of torches cresting a ridge some hundred yards off and moving swiftly toward them.  “I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings,” he said, “but we’ve got company.”
 
   “What happened to Steve?” Kurella asked.
 
   “Behind us!” Eegrin cried pointing.  The others turned simultaneously toward the glow of torches advancing swiftly on them from the southwest.
 
   Scott’s nostrils flared as he tested the air, and then, “Sonya, Kurella and I can probably cut a hole through them to allow the rest of you to escape.”
 
   Sonya shook her head, despite her knowledge of a werewolf’s fearsome prowess in battle.  “It won’t work.  Look at those numbers, Scott.”
 
   “In about thirty seconds we’re not going to have much choice,” he replied.
 
   Stepping forward, Eegrin took Jiv from Kayliss’s back and placed him in the pocket of his vest.  “Sonya can fly herself to safety, but along with Jiv I can carry one other.”
 
   “Where’s ee goin’?” Jiv asked.  They all turned in time to see Kayliss’s bounding form vanish into the forest.
 
   “Take Kurella,” Scott told the Jisetrian.  “I’ll stay.”
 
   “I will not leave you here!” Kurella said adamant.
 
   A sudden, harsh shriek overhead silenced all further arguments and startled Sonya to reflexively throw up her shield over their small encampment.  Both roc and rider could not pull out of their dive in time and together they slammed into the glowing hemisphere with a bone-cracking thud.  With a loud squawk and a flurry of feathers, the monster bird, appearing like a gigantic, well-muscled vulture, tried in vain to regain control of its flight but only succeeded in throwing its armor-clad rider into the brush before crashing itself amid a stand of trees.  Others of its kind, in time to see the barrier, changed course at the last second and instead swooped by overhead in a rush of wind.
 
   “Wot now?” Jiv asked.  “Wur surrounded on the ground un outnumbered in tha air!”
 
   Sonya scarcely heard the tiny sprite’s exclamation, so amazed was she at the speed and ease with which she had raised her defenses.  No time, no thought, she simply needed it and it was there.
 
   “Whatever it is we’re going to do,” Scott said, “we’d better do it now.”
 
   No sooner had he finished his sentence than the first line of redcrests came into view.  By unspoken command, the soldiers quickly formed a defensive line of drawn steel, effectively cutting off any escape to the southwest, away from the Blue Mountain.
 
   “I’m open to suggestions,” Sonya asked nervously as yet another squad arrived to cut off escape to the northeast.
 
   “Ah ave ta admit, lass,” the sprite answered, clearly concerned at the growing numbers of the enemy, “ahm drawin a blank.”
 
   Eegrin glanced to the sky, at the remaining rocs pumping their wings on the air currents as they circled only a hundred feet above their heads.  He shook his head looking disheartened.  “As am I.”
 
   It did not take long for the last of the redcrest soldiers to completely surround their small party.  Although keeping a respectful distance from the glowing, translucent shield, they did not appear intimidated.  Sword, shield, and arrow glinted in the circle of torch light like the teeth of some wild animal that anxiously awaited to devour them.  In the tense face-off, that which was most unsettling was the lack of sound or movement, save for the screech of a roc or the fluttering flames of a torch beating against the oppressive darkness.
 
   In a whisper Kurella asked, “Why do they wait?”
 
   It was quiet for time and then Scott said, “Standoff.  We can’t get to them and they can’t get to us.”
 
   Fifty yards up the face of the mountain, Steve and Kayliss waited expectantly as silent watchers.  The Oracle had graciously placed Steve close enough to join in battle if need be, while at the same time maintaining his concealment amid a stand of six foot tall foliage.
 
   “Kayliss, we’ve got problems,” Steve said in understatement.  The great cat huffed in agreement, the odds stacked against them, to be sure.
 
   “We’re going to need help on this one,” he said thinking of Haldorum, and then shook his head.  “I hate it when he’s right.”
 
   Quickly Steve sent his thoughts to the great cat.  It required no small amount of risk, but a growl from the tiger told Steve he was ready.  Steve raised his hand to the sky and Kayliss prepared to break from their cover when the young wizard abruptly stayed him with a gesture.  Peering through their cover, Kayliss also spied the reason for the delay.  
 
   Borathis stepped through the ranks of redcrests and boldly approached the glowing shield until he stood just a few feet beyond its magical surface.  He glared through the eye slits of his helmet at those within for long moments.  Then finally, “Where is he?”
 
   “Where is who?” Sonya asked, knowing full well whom this man spoke of.
 
   A bald man clothed in a scarlet robe followed Borathis’s path out of the shadows to stand beside the warlord.  His nose was pointed and his brow protruded too much, all of which lent him a malicious countenance as he looked Sonya over within the glowing hemisphere with deep interest.
 
   “Magician,” Eegrin muttered by way of explanation, and Sonya nodded her understanding.
 
   “No mere magician,” the man replied, his voice sounding smug and carrying the quality of sandpaper.  “I am the second of the Dark One himself, and a man of no small repute among my fellow practitioners of the Arte.”
 
   “If you do say so yourself,” Scott chimed sarcastic.  “So what is it you’re looking for here?  A medal or a chest to pin it on?”
 
   The man paid this remark no mind, instead saying, “I know you are powerful, young lady, but without the knowledge and experience to use that power you cannot resist me.”
 
   Scott snorted.  “Buddy, with your looks, how can irresistible even cross your mind?  Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think—“
 
   The magician clenched his fist and Scott’s breath caught in his throat.  “As you can see,” the leering magic-user continued calmly, “your shield does little to protect you, or your friends, from me.”
 
   Sonya was not listening, watching helplessly as she was as Scott slowly suffocated before her.  “Scott, what’s wrong?” she asked gripping his arm.  She glanced briefly in the direction of the scarlet-robed mage.  “You son of a bitch, what have you done to him?!”
 
   The magician’s shoulders rose and fell beneath his garb.  “It will go easier on you all if you surrender now.”
 
   Steve knew his plan could wait no longer.  The sight of Scott dropping to his knees, hands clutching his throat, only confirmed that belief all the more.  Magic, Haldorum had taught him, is merely an extension of one’s will that requires concentration to be effectively put to use.  Disrupt that concentration and the result changes to failure.  Counting on those words to be true, Steve jumped to his feet.  “Haldorum, I hope you’re watching.”
 
   Lightning danced across the sky, parting two circling rocs overhead and sending Borathis, his men, and the startled magician to the ground for cover.  The second bolt lanced through the air immediately following the first, this time scoring one of the armored, airborne riders in a bright, starburst explosion of sparking light.  Distracted for the moment, Sonya did not even see Scott regain his feet at her side.
 
   “I’m all right,” he gasped, Kurella trying to steady him.
 
   “Left and right flanks!” Borathis bellowed as he regained his feet.  “Move!”
 
   Scores of soldiers jumped from the ground and peeled to either side, moving with great haste amid the natural cover in an effort to surround the young wizard’s position.
 
   Go on, Steve thought to the tiger.  It’ll confuse them and buy us a little more time.  Growling acknowledgement, Kayliss moved off to intercept the advancing left ranks.  And be careful, Steve added.  That said, he retreated out of the cover of the brush and into deeper wood.
 
   Borathis fast set off in pursuit, leaving the magician to deal with the Third Power of Mithal.  Two score soldiers, one to either side of the glowing hemisphere, some armed with crossbows, stood at the ready, their nervousness apparent as they awaited those within the protective confines of the shield to succumb to the dark magician’s magic.  Sonya, thankful for what could only be Steve’s timely intervention, now faced her problem anew with no better an idea of how to deal with it than before.
 
   “My master only asked that you be brought to him alive, my dear,” the magician spoke.  “However, the same does not hold true for your friends.  Lower your shield and surrender or I will slay them all before your very eyes.”
 
   When at first she did not answer, Scott faced her sternly saying, “Don’t even think about it.  You’re too valuable to afford being captured, and once we were out of your sight they’d kill us anyway.”
 
   “I will start,” the magician hissed, “with that one!”
 
   Scott turned on him with hate in his eyes but the words he intended choked instead as his lungs again ceased to draw breath.
 
   “Damn you, stop it!” Sonya screamed, almost pleading.
 
   If Scott’s breath had a physical form the dark magician most assuredly held it fast, clenched in his left fist and holding it out toward the young werewolf as though challenging him to come and get it.
 
   “Sonya, please!” Kurella begged.  “Help him!”
 
   Sonya glanced about frantically, searching for some means or method with which to fight the magician’s power but found nothing of aid.  If she lowered her shield Scott could confront his attacker physically, possibly killing him before he himself lost consciousness.  At the very least, it would afford Kurella the same opportunity, but at the same time it would leave them all vulnerable to the soldiers, at least half of which sported silver weapons.  Seeing Scott like this only reminded her of the last time she was powerless to help him, when she thought he lie bleeding to death in her arms at Shallows Crag.
 
   That thought brought her back to her senses as surely as a slap in the face.  The last time she had been fighting a wound that had never truly been an injury, only a change; but this was entirely different.  Just as it stood with the plague, this too was a harmful magic, and harmful magic was something she could fight!  
 
   Sonya inhaled deeply through her nose and then her lips parted as she exhaled.  With a calm mind, she brought her own power to bear in opposition to the magician’s own and her aura flared around the young werewolf.  Immediately the cool night air filled Scott’s lungs and color returned to his face with every grateful breath following.  The magician attempted to counter and Sonya could feel his concentration intensify, but the effort was nothing in comparison to the strength of her unbridled power.
 
   Uncertainty flashed across the magician’s face at his failure to take on her dominant magic, but he countered again, this time reaching out to include Kurella in his spell.  Sonya, however, was not to be beaten, and also extended her power to the wolf girl, the healing energy of her gift flowing and protecting them both.  Thwarted for the second time, the magician snarled.  He brought his fists together, chanting behind clenched teeth and this time it was Jiv who cried out the alarm.  Sonya turned at the sound of his voice to see Eegrin clutching at his own throat.
 
   Sweat dripped from Sonya’s brow and stung her eyes.  The concentration necessary to maintain her shield while simultaneously protecting her two friends was a strain dangerously near her limits.  And now, with Eegrin’s life also in the balance, she could feel her strength wane even as she tried to include him in her protection.  And even if she could, what then?  The magician would surely turn his attack on Jiv.  The sickening truth was clear: someone was going to die before her strength finally gave out completely.
 
   The magician clearly held the advantage.  With Sonya’s concentration divided amongst her friends, and keeping sufficient strength in her shield to protect them all, it seemed only a matter of time.  Sonya’s power was a giving one, generous, supplying those in need with healing energy that could rebuild torn or damaged tissue and ward off magical harm.  She hadn’t the knowledge—if indeed it were even within her abilities—of how to use it as a weapon.
 
   Sonya’s mind raced across seconds with possibilities ranging anywhere from the ludicrous to the impossible, and finally she decided on a plan that bordered the latter.  She knew the only thing that would stop the magician’s attack would be to focus his attention on something more important—namely himself.  If a weapon could be brought to bear against him she would at the very least disrupt his concentration.
 
   And she had an idea just how to do it.  Praying she was right, Sonya released them all from her protective magic.
 
   “Eighteen years,” Steve muttered to himself.
 
   Crouched low, he peered out from behind the base of a thick pine just enough to spy the two redcrests slowly walking toward his position.  Four others just like them were already down, unconscious but for the most part unharmed.  Killing unnecessarily, in his own mind, was little better than murder, though he doubted Kayliss and his predator instincts held such reservations.  An overabundance of conscience was apparently a burden the animal kingdom had been spared.  Steve could only hope the tiger’s stealthy attacks were enough to be misconstrued as his own.
 
   “Eighteen years old and I’ve already found enough trouble in my life to last three more.”  
 
   At fifty feet away, he raised his hand toward the piece of deadfall behind and to the right of the approaching men.  It left the ground soundlessly, and at a sharp gesture from Steve it sailed through the air and struck the first soldier from behind, sending him to the ground with a grunt.  The sound alerted the second and he whirled in time to see the two-foot log spiraling toward his head.  With steel flashing in his hand, he sidestepped as he chopped, embedding his blade in the gravity-defying wood.  In the same motion he used the log’s momentum to his advantage and drove the point of his sword deep into the closest tree, effectively immobilizing weapon and log both.
 
   “Shit!” Steve cursed.  At that he stepped out from behind his cover and unleashed a minor bolt from his fingertips.  The redcrest dived and the bolt only clipped his leg as he crashed amid the foliage, numb from the hip down.
 
   Sonya dropped her protective magic and all within her shield, save for the sprite, again gasped for breath under the brunt of the magician’s evil magic.  She then changed her focus and her golden aura flared anew, this time engulfing the scarlet-robed mage.  It clearly startled him for a moment, but he did not lose his concentration.  Rather, he sneered at what he likely interpreted as a weak and paltry attempt to shake him.
 
   Sonya closed her eyes and fought her rising revulsion at what she was about to do.  The realization that she might have to fight—even kill—another human being to save the lives of her unborn children first came during her experience in the Memsherar, but at the time it had seemed of little consequence, a distasteful but necessary act to save the lives of those as yet unborn.  Now the thought sickened her even as she did so for the sake of her friends.  A wounded sound escaped Sonya’s lips and she gasped, as the fight to turn the flow of her benevolent power felt akin to forcing a river to change course.  The aura around the magician reacted violently in response, roiling and twisting like some tortured creature.  At Sonya’s right, Kurella staggered and fell to her knees, hands clasped around her throat.  Scott, concerned even in his own peril, tried to help but he too went down.  Sonya then heard a body fall to her left and she already knew Eegrin had lost consciousness.  Jiv alone remained breathing and alert, and it was only that which saved him from a crushing death as the Jisetrian went down.
 
   Her eyes brimming with tears, the Third Power of Mithal focused all her concentration into a single violent shift that wrenched the flow of her power in a new direction.  The aura around Azinon’s servant intensified and for the first time he stumbled over his incantation.  The onset of a sharp ache surrounded his lungs, pressing them for but an instant.  Surprised though he was by the sudden convulsive pain, he nevertheless resumed his chant with renewed fervor.  Seconds passed and then another pain struck him with such potency he doubled over.  The soldiers standing to either side of the magician looked on with sudden fear as he lifted his head and shrieked.
 
   “I will kill you!” he screamed.  With a supreme effort, he straightened, facing her on his knees but snarling in defiance.  His spell already weakening, his hands weaved a rapid and intricate pattern, attempting to bolster the potency of his spell, and then he cried out in agony as the brands upon his wrists, received decades earlier as an apprentice mage, burned anew with all the intensity as when the red-hot irons first touched his skin.  The smell of charred flesh filled the air with its sickly sweet odor and the magician stared at his wrists, amazement and horror apparent on his face at his body’s seeming betrayal.  But it was not betrayal; it was the magic of the Third Power, renewing every injury the dark servant had ever known.
 
   A tear traced down Sonya’s face.  “Stop it!” she pleaded, almost as if she were the one tortured.
 
   But the magician would not relent.  He stubbornly fought his weakening hold over his spell and, in payment, the five-inch scar across his forehead split open.  The magician cried out as the old wound reopened and warm blood poured down his brow and into his eyes.  In the same moment, no longer able to see his prey, the spell broke and its captives were free.
 
   Within the glowing shield, Scott and Kurella unsteadily regained their feet.
 
   “Sonya,” Scott gasped, “let me out.”
 
   “But the soldiers—“
 
   “Let me out!”
 
   Her attention divided, Sonya’s concentration over her enemy shattered as Kayliss burst forth and fell upon the left ranks with a storm’s fury.  In an instant, all became chaos as the redcrest soldiers, already fearful of the display of dueling magicks, fled for their lives amid the maelstrom of tooth, claw, and fur.
 
   “Sonya, let me go,” Scott said again insistent, straightening as his strength returned, “or it’s going to start all over again.”
 
   Her vision full of the sight of running men, and her ears with the sounds of battle, Sonya hastily acquiesced and dropped her protective shield just long enough for Scott to scramble out.  
 
   Scott shifted as he moved, growing taller; hair, claws, and teeth sprouting from once human skin and bone as the fearsome lupine within revealed itself.  Scott slashed at any redcrests he passed as he stalked his prey, rending with his claws or hammering with his fists even as he closed the distance.
 
   A tree saved the magician from losing his feet and with his back against the trunk, he cleared his vision just in time to see two large, clawed hands fasten around his head.  Then, with a sound like gravel crunching underfoot, Scott spun the man’s head one hundred and eighty degrees.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXXI
 
   Steel clashed with steel as Steve’s blade countered a vicious downward slice meant for his skull.  Without pause the young man charged, taking his enemy by surprise and sending the redcrest off his feet with the impact.  Steve then turned and met another soldier’s failed attempt to backstab, which then turned to a charge and a wild yell instead.  Steve’s eyes narrowed above the answering white light of the crystal and the soldier’s blade briefly bent into the shape of a horseshoe before snapping in two at the apex of that bend.  The man hadn’t even an instant to contemplate how it happened before Steve seized him by the front of his gambeson and pulled him off his feet, hurling him in a high arc over his head to land on the ground over twenty feet away unconscious.  Remembering his first attacker, Steve turned and stunned the man with a weak bolt of white lightning as he tried to recover his feet.
 
   “Impressive,” came a calm, forbidding voice.
 
   Steve looked up and his eyes widened slightly in recognition of the man who approached.
 
   “Surprised?” Borathis asked.
 
   Steve moved a cautious step in retreat but the fearsome warrior did not press closer than ten paces.  Watching him closely Steve replied, “Yes, all things considered.”
 
   Borathis’s brow arched nonchalantly as he tilted his head, as though the answer were not unexpected.  “You’ve only known me a short time so I can understand that.  But after your Jisetrian friends humiliated me in front of my men outside that peasant village, I have done nothing but plan how you and Gorium would repay your debts to me.”  Borathis’s helm turned side to side as he tsked.  “You and that pompous monarch should have killed me yourselves rather than leave me for the harpies.”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Steve replied honestly, his eyes never straying from the man for longer than the millisecond it took to blink.  He remembered well the deceptive speed and agility of this warrior from their last encounter, and he was resolved not to underestimate him again.
 
   Speaking as he went, Borathis advanced a casual step forward and, as expected, Steve retreated a step almost simultaneously.  “I suppose I should thank you,” the warrior said.  “Were it not for you, King Gorium would surely have run me through where I stood.  Instead my men and I were deposited in the Valley of the Harpies—behind your back, I presume—in the hopes those scavengers would do the job for him.”  Borathis’s tone turned to ice with, “That flying fat man gravely underestimates me.”
 
   Steve hated to admit it, but this man scared him.  “Well, nobody’s perfect,” he replied, hoping his voice carried more confidence than he felt.
 
   “I am counting on that.”
 
   Borathis then reached to his hip and freed the massive sword belted there in one smooth motion; a weapon, strangely enough, despite its keenly glowing edges, Steve had not even realized was there until then.  Hefting the scarlet steel, he held it before himself, tip pointed to the sky, and smiling in apparent admiration at the wicked craftsmanship as he spoke.  “For the rest of my men the harpies were enough.  But for me, my humiliation at the hands of you and that pompous chicken only fueled my determination to live.  I owe both of you a great deal for my disgrace, and payment begins with you.”  This last he said leveling the sword, point first, at the young wizard.
 
   Borathis lunged with the speed of a man half his age and buried his steel halfway into the trunk of a tree slightly behind where his prey stood only a moment ago.  Steve’s agile sidestep put him directly beside his attacker, drawing his sword in the same motion, but the experienced warrior sent him away with a kick to the chest before the rapier could be brought to bear.  Steve recovered quickly but his immediate thoughts centered on the scarlet blade and that horrific shriek the weapon emitted when it entered the stout wood of the tree.  No ordinary weapon could ever make such a sound, nor could it have pierced through to the very heart of a solid oak with such ease.  He hesitated, wary, understanding now more than just the skill of this seasoned warrior was in play.
 
   Borathis pulled his sword free with little effort.  With a laugh, he held up the sword and openly admired its finely crafted length once more.  “Impressive, is it not?” he asked.  The flat of the blade showed a dimmer scarlet even in the ill light of the advancing morning; the edges, unnaturally sharp, pulsated with a glowing red.  “It is a demon’s essence you see coursing through this steel, boy.  Your learned powers cannot help you now.”
 
   “It’s impressive, I’ll give you that,” Steve admitted with a nod.  “But don’t think you’re going to get a whole lot of use out of it.”
 
   Borathis arched a brow.  “Say you now?”
 
   “I do.  Where I come from we have a game we used to play when we were kids called Dodge Ball.  The whole object was not to get hit.  I wonder how well you play.”  At that Steve released a flickering shard of lightning from his fingertips that danced across the darkness to his enemy.  The crimson blade, however, independent of its bearer, intercepted the attack with a speed no mortal could ever match.  The bolt struck and the energy dissipated along the blade’s length without effect to either weapon or wielder.  Steve fired again, and twice more consecutively, but the blade’s speed was blinding.
 
   Borathis did not retaliate immediately.  Instead he leered through the visor of his helmet, and those eyes promised pain.  Many men before now had cowered under that same glare and, as much he hated to admit it, Steve was intimidated.
 
   “Seems I play well,” Borathis announced levelly.  “My turn.”  
 
   The sword glimmered for the briefest instant and then Borathis vanished.  Reacting on pure instinct, Steve leaped high into the air and caught a tree branch several meters up.  Swinging his legs up and over he maneuvered himself quickly to crouch atop his new perch.
 
   The move was a startling one, and Borathis’s face showed his surprise.  “Remarkable!” he laughed.
 
   In that first desperate moment when Borathis vanished, everything in the young Power screamed the warrior had turned invisible—and in the case of a veteran swordsman like this, it was a lethal prospect.  Looking down Steve could see then his first assumption had been wrong, but his actions had been right.  With his sword still poised for attack, Borathis had disappeared, then reappeared behind him.
 
   Not invisibility, Steve thought, but—“
 
   As quick as that the armored man vanished and then appeared beside him on the stout branch, closest to the trunk of the tree.  Steve raised his sword defensively on gut instinct and his enemy’s enchanted steel came down in a shrieking arc, severing the limb between them.  Steve plummeted to the earth feet first, hitting and rolling as best he could but still taking the brunt of the fall.  Borathis laughed from his place above, resting casually with one hand on the trunk of the tree before he vanished again.  Steve, still shaking off the effects of the fall, attempted to rise to his hands and knees but an armored foot between his shoulder blades shoved him back to the ground.
 
   “There will be no Jisetrian rescue this time, boy.  You, like your pathetic Resistance, will be finished before this new day is out.”
 
   Steve again tried to rise but Borathis held him firmly pinned underfoot.  “The Resistance lasted this long without me,” Steve grunted, “and they’ll be here after I’m gone.  And it’s only a matter of time before they win.”
 
   Borathis snorted derisively.  “After today, boy, there will not be a Resistance left to fight.  Today you become the first casualty of a storm that is descending upon your friends even now.”  Steve’s head turned sharply at this and he caught Borathis’s smile within his metal helm.  “Yes, Azinon knows of your little alliance with the Jisetra, and he knows the location of your beloved Resistance.  As I am sure you will agree, assistance from the higher powers—although costly—can be well worth the price.  Tonight we prove it for the last time.”
 
   With a suddenness born of desperation, Steve rolled to his side, unbalancing Borathis, and kicked his free leg out from under him.  The move caught the warlord unprepared and flattened him on his back.  He sat up immediately and Steve’s magic-imbued fist struck him like a hammer of granite, flattening him to his back once more.  However formidable, the blow did not weaken Borathis’s hold on his sword and he vanished even as Steve tried to pounce on him.  A dozen feet away Borathis reappeared back on his feet and rushed behind a furious bellow.  Steve reached for his sword with his will and it flew to his hand just in time to parry a vicious downswing that staggered him as the man who delivered it ran by.  Borathis recovered not far away—adjusting the helmet that now wobbled slightly on his head from the supernatural punch—and then turned to face his enemy with a look of cold fire in his eyes.
 
   Too angered and afraid for his friends to succumb to intimidation then, Steve returned the hate-filled stare.  He did not want to believe it, but he had little choice.  Borathis had already stated his knowledge of the alliance and, if he knew of that, there was every reason to believe Azinon knew the new location of the Resistance.
 
   Steve’s thoughts must have been evident on his face, for Borathis nodded saying, “That’s right, boy.  This petty fighting has come to its end.  This day will see the fall of your precious army, and in celebration we will drink toasts with goblets of your warm blood!”
 
   Borathis charged and the crystal around the young wizard’s neck sang as he was driven back with defensive ducks, parries, and backward jumps, a few of which missed by only a hair’s breadth.  A moment later, their blades locked above their heads.   With Steve’s sword momentarily engaged, Borathis doubled him over with a knee.  His stomach muscles convulsing, Steve scrambled away a few agonizing steps as his enemy calmly stalked him.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Steve gasped.  “Do you know how many people are going to die—on both sides?  Why do you serve a man who keeps you as a slave?”
 
   Borathis advanced another step, then slowly circled, the tip of his blade tracing a line in the dirt as he moved.  “I am no slave,” he said.  “And of course a great many people are going to die—most of them yours.”  The man sneered wickedly then, “I’ve noticed the Resistance has a difficult time fighting Jalkora.”
 
   Steve’s eyes widened.  He remembered the losses they suffered at Shallows Crag, and that had been with some advance warning and an emergency escape.  The Resistance now would have neither.
 
   Borathis nodded and chuckled evilly. “Not a pleasant thought, is it?”
 
   Steve vented his anger in a fierce attack marked only by a vengeful scream.  Borathis responded as a man expecting just this kind of desperation, and he deflected the wild sword blow expertly, riposting solidly with his own jaw-numbing punch with his free hand.  Steve lost his feet and spun halfway around to land on his hands and knees, his sword only a few inches from his fingers.
 
   Hefting his own over his head, Borathis said, “Your effort on behalf of your friends is inspiring, boy.  Take heart knowing there is at least one who will survive this day.”  Steve’s head slumped between his shoulders and, with his groan, Borathis relaxed his posture slightly, looking disappointed.  “I would have believed this to comfort you.  My lord tells me the Third is every bit as beautiful as she is gifted”—he raised his blade an inch higher for the kill—“and that her body, like her gift, shall not go to waste.”
 
   Steve’s hand seized the hilt of his sword and scorched the grass as power surged up its length.  Screaming in reply, the demon blade arced downward with a low parry at neck-breaking speed.  The two swords met fiercely in a burst of red and white sparks an inch from the warlord’s thigh.  Only now, after the fact, did Borathis’s surprised eyes reveal he was even aware of the attack, so inhumanly fast did the young wizard move.  Without the demon essence blade, he would surely have been separated from both his legs.
 
   Across that contact, Borathis gazed into the young man’s eyes and met his own reflection in those orbs that blazed with white-hot power.
 
   “I’ll kill you with my own hands if I have to!” Steve growled through clenched teeth.
 
   Drawing back his blade, he lunged from the ground like a coiled viper.  Borathis moved as a man in control of his own body once more, but the demon blade was clearly enhancing his speed.  Steve’s blade missed its mark and the two swords struck in a torrent of sparks.  The power coursing through each weapon struggled for dominion through the contact of every attack and counterattack, fighting each other across split-second cuts, parries, and ripostes.
 
   Steve’s rage blinded him.  He could think of nothing but Azinon and Sonya alone, the power of the sorcerer overwhelming her will and forcing her into unspeakable acts.  And Borathis, the man who willingly served the foul lord, who would just as soon watch the rape of the woman he loved.
 
   That was never going to happen.  By God, Steve swore, that was never going to happen!  If death was the only means to change this world then let it start with this son-of-a-bitch!
 
   The magic coursing through the blade, combined with Steve’s mighty swing, sizzled the air with its passage and the resulting clash with the opposing sword pushed Borathis’s heels into the earth.  Before a riposte could be made, the demon blade moved of its own again, again, and yet again, matching speed for speed with the furious young wizard, intercepting every attack and jerking its wielder around like a scarecrow sewn to the hilt.  Borathis fought on the defensive with the demon blade guiding his every move.  Every attack grew stronger than the one before and each threatened his center of balance violently.  The warlord fought desperately to break off and retreat, his every parry spoke to it in the way he moved, to gain back his momentum, but to turn his back now—even if the sword allowed it—would have seen the man run clean through with the white hot sword in the young wizard’s hand.
 
   Steve sneered across the short expanse between them as they fought, for he witnessed what likely few men had ever seen.  Borathis looked afraid.
 
   Then as though the Fates themselves answered what surely had to be the warlord’s desperate wish, the flurry of attacks stopped.  As quickly as it had seized control, the demon blade released Borathis, leaving the warrior free of its influence during this lull in the fight.  Borathis hefted the sword in his hand experimentally, not appearing too confident the control over his own body would last.
 
   Having retreated a dozen paces away, Steve’s eyes blazed like white fire in their sockets as he levelly regarded his enemy.
 
   Borathis looked to his young adversary confused a moment, then smiled as some thought played across his mind.  “You cannot penetrate my defense, can you, boy?”  He then laughed.  “I am invulnerable to you and all others like you!”
 
   Steve backed away, wary, his brow reflecting uncertainty.  He stopped as his back touched the stout trunk of an oak.
 
   “There are none who can touch me!” the warrior raved, his arms opening wide as if to dare an attack.  “I am master to all!”
 
   Around the young wizard leaves stirred and the twigs rustled.  The breeze disturbing their rest gathered strength and turned in its path, arcing around horizontally, spinning into a wind that snatched up the forest debris and whirled around Steve.  He became difficult to see as the whirlwind grew taller, stronger and more intense, snatching up topsoil and small tree branches until he was ultimately lost from sight behind a tornado of dust, leaves, dirt and debris.
 
   Borathis laughed incredulous.  “Do you hope to evade me behind a shield of scrub?  Borathis leveled his sword where Steve’s chest would lie directly ahead and his eyes narrowed.  “It only goes to show,” he said aloud, “when the odds are made equal, I am the superior foe.”  With his left hand joining his right on the hilt, Borathis advanced slowly at first, then gained speed, approaching faster, his voice rising from a growl to a war cry as he thrust his arms to full extension.  He pierced the heart of the wizard’s spellcraft and it scattered in all directions.  It was not, however, flesh the blade bit so deeply into, but oak.
 
   “You lose,” Steve said from the side.
 
   Borathis’s head snapped right, just in time to see Steve’s sword arm blur into motion.  The demon blade shuddered as it tried to parry but the hard wood held it fast.
 
   There came a terrible shriek of metal on metal, followed by a wet spray and the dull clank of Borathis’s helmet hitting the ground.
 
   
  
 

Chapter XXXII
 
   “Sonya, get down!”
 
   Without bothering to look, Sonya heeded Eegrin’s warning and flattened herself on the ground.  A half second too late, the roc above screeched, its claws fastening on empty air as it swooped by, brushing lightly the young Power’s clothing before arcing back into the open sky.  Exhaling in relief, Sonya scrambled behind the safety of a tree and nodded her thanks to Eegrin.
 
   “What now?” Kurella asked nearby.  Like Sonya and the rest of their party, she stood in the cover of a thick stand of trees to escape the arrows from the roc riders above.  By their targeting, it seemed Sonya was the only one they were unwilling to shoot.
 
   “I don’t know,” Sonya admitted.  “A shield big enough to protect us all won’t maneuver through these trees and boulders.  If we run, they can pick us off individually; but if we don’t more soldiers are going to show up.”
 
   “I don’t know where Kayliss went,” Scott said, his voice deep in his huge lupine form, “but I can lead those soldiers coming from the south in another direction.  At the very least, it will slow them down.  Kurella, stay here and protect Sonya.”  Kurella nodded once and Scott bounded off into the night.
 
   A roc swooped down and settled to a landing in the clearing directly across from where the Jisetrian had taken shelter.  The rider, one hand holding the reins of his anxious mount, trained a hand crossbow in Eegrin’s direction.  Unable to hide fully behind the tree, Eegrin yelped as the bolt passed clean through the membrane of his right wing.
 
   “You should have stayed in the skies!”
 
   The roc unfurled its wings as it whirled in surprise.  Kurella, already in motion, flew out of the darkness and slashed its throat.  Strapped to the saddle, the rider had no choice but to go down with his mount as it fell to its side, pinning his leg beneath the weight of the monstrous bird.
 
   Kurella raised her hand to finish the man but stopped short as twin bolts thudded into her chest from two more roc-riders overhead.  The wolf girl staggered under the impact and then snarled as a third dropped low enough to rake her shoulder with its claws.  Turning with the blow, Kurella stepped in the direct path of three more bearing down on her with crossbows leveled, silver tips glinting in the moonlight.
 
   Scott ran, jumped and soared over obstacles in his path, making a beeline through the thicker scrub and trees, toward the advancing ground forces of Azinon’s foot patrols.  The slap of leafy branches and snapping twigs against his body almost drowned out the sound at his back, but his sensitive canine ears caught enough of it to stop him in his tracks.  Turning, he heard it again, and this time saw as well as heard the blue bolt of magical energy streaking through the sky.
 
   “It’s about time,” he said with a smile.
 
   Sonya ran into the clearing waving her arms and screaming at the top of her lungs, “Here I am!  Come get me!  Over here!”
 
   Spotting the greater prize, all three riders bearing down on the werewolf veered toward her instead, their heels signaling their winged mounts to grab, not kill.  Not bothering to dive in either direction, Sonya instead raised her shield as a wall at the last second.  Unable to pull up in time, the lead roc and rider both thudded sickeningly into the impenetrable barrier.  The second roc, following closely behind the first, nearly adjusted in time, but only succeeded in rising just high enough to clip the wall with its chest, breaking several bones.  The wounded animal went into a forward aerial roll that continued as a wild somersaulting crash forty feet behind the young woman.
 
   Kurella used the time purchased by Sonya’s ruse and grabbed both shafts protruding from her chest.  With one hand she pulled them free and then raced across the clearing to the Third Power of Mithal.  She did not pause, but looped one arm around Sonya’s waist and then carried her back to the safety of the trees.  Sonya’s feet had only just touched the ground when a blue bolt of light streaked across the sky and separated rider from roc.  Once, then twice more, the First Power of Mithal fired into the night sky as the portal he emerged from closed in his wake, scattering the remainder of the roc patrol that had pinned them all in place since the attack began.
 
   “Haldorum!” Sonya cried in relief.
 
   The elder wizard turned his head and immediately stalked in her direction with as deep a scowl on his face as there ever had been.  With the coast clear, Sonya, Eegrin and Jiv walked out of the cover of the trees and met him halfway.  Kurella remained hidden in the trees, and a nod from Sonya told the werewolf she understood the prudent action.  Until such time as Haldorum could be brought up to speed on events he might well blast her before he knew she wasn’t an enemy.  As far as he was concerned, she was still the killer of Steve’s best friend.
 
   When Sonya reached him she looked as if to hug him when Haldorum stopped her with a pointed finger.
 
   “Where is Steve?  Do not think for a moment I am not angry with you too, but I know this had to be his idea.  I swear, I will strangle that boy!”
 
   “Woah, back up,” Sonya said.  “First: thanks, it’s nice to see you too.  And second: yes, he did come up with the idea, but it was a good idea and we all agreed with it.  We aren’t puppies following around on his heels, you know.”
 
   Haldorum did not seem to hear, instead taking to pacing back and forth in his anger.  “He has gone too far this time!  He risked not only his own life—“ he stopped long enough to indicate her with a hand—“but also the life of the only person on the face of the planet who can stop the plague.”  Haldorum looked about to continue his rant when he suddenly stepped through everyone and pointed the tip of his staff menacingly in the direction of the two figures emerging from the wood.  One was small, female in appearance, but the other towering.  There could be no doubt it was a werewolf.  With Kurella beside him in her human form, Scott walked forward with his hands in the air, slowly shifting back to his human self as he approached.
 
   When he was recognizable again he said, “I seem to be getting that reaction a lot lately.”
 
   Haldorum looked at the ‘dead’ man in front of him unblinking.  “Scott, you are…”
 
   “Alive?” the young man finished for him.  “Yes, very much so.”  He then put his arm around Kurella.  “She didn’t kill me, Haldorum; only changed me.  Oh, by the way, I hope this isn’t too much information at once, but I’m also king of the werewolves now and I’ve brought a thousand of them with me to fight with the Resistance.”
 
   Haldorum blinked several times.  “I am…  I…  You did what?”
 
   Everyone whirled at the sudden sizzle in the air to see Steve, his hand still extended, finishing off the pinned roc rider with a bolt from his hand.  The redcrest’s body slumped over dead and the crossbow, aimed only a moment before at a point between Haldorum’s shoulder blades, dropped harmlessly to the ground.
 
   “Good news,” Steve said turning back to the rest of them, though his tone was tired and his body showed it.  The last several hours had taken its toll, leaving him looking badly beaten, aching and in much need of sleep.
 
   He exhaled exhaustedly.  “I think I know how to end the war.”
 
   An hour later, at the camp of the Resistance, the sun had just cleared the mountains to the east, painting the whole of the sky above the Jisetrian fortress, and the humans camped at its base, in deep shades of red and yellow.  While most of the camp had yet to wake to the new day, the highest-ranking officers had already been hastily roused and summoned to the war pavilion twenty minutes earlier at Haldorum’s request.
 
   General Duva sat at the end of a large table strewn with maps and charts.  His tunic and trousers had been hastily donned and belted about his waist and his hair still looked tousled from no time to properly attend to his appearance before appearing before his subordinate officers.  In the southwest corner of the room, Haldorum stepped out of a blue portal, followed by King Gorium, who was still dressed in his nightshirt and sandals.
 
   “Would someone mind telling me what in the nine hells is going on?” Gorium bellowed.
 
   “I believe, Your Majesty,” General Duva said getting to his feet, “that war has come to your front door.  The details I have been given are still sketchy, to say the least, but Haldorum was just about to begin filling in the details, were you not?”  He finished this last with an expectant look at the old wizard.
 
   Just then the tent flap was pulled aside and both Steve and Kayliss joined the gathering of officers.  Not wasting any time, Steve went directly to the table and unceremoniously swept everything aside before rolling out a map showing the terrain around the imperial city.
 
   “Everybody listen carefully.  You,” he said pointing to one of the sleepy-eyed pages standing near the entrance of the tent, “wake the camp and do it with the war horns.  I want every person standing ready to fight in half an hour.  Soldiers, cavalry, archers, everyone.”
 
   “Now just a damn minute!” General Duva interjected, pointing at him across the table.  “You are not only not the one in command here but I should have you locked in chains and brought up on charges for last night’s insubordination.”
 
   Steve dropped his head slightly and closed his eyes, feeling his blood start to boil.  “Is that a fact?” he said at last.   The last twenty-four hours and his lack of sleep had left him with barely a shred of patience.  Until just a short time ago, everyone believed him to be the Third Power, and had been clamoring incessantly about what he was going to do to save them all.  Well, damn it, now he had done something—and to hell with anyone who didn’t want to listen now just because he wasn’t the Third.  He had risked his life for the information he carried now, war was quite literally on the horizon, and he was not about to be stopped by a single blowhard military man.
 
   “General, if I may,” Haldorum said, undercutting the mounting tension between the two as all eyes shifted toward him.  “While I certainly do not condone what Steven has done, I do strongly advise you listen to what he has to say.  The past twenty-four hours have revealed much and, while a great deal remains unknown, one thing is certain: by this time tomorrow either the Resistance or Azinon will stand victorious, and Steven is our best chance to tilt that outcome in our favor.”
 
   Although he had finished speaking, Haldorum’s words rang in the ears of all in a space that had fallen deathly quiet.
 
   Looking around the tent, Steve saw in the eyes of every officer present something he had never seen before.  Surprisingly, it was not fear, but rather cold, determined finality, a desire to see an end—one way or the other—to nearly two decades of war.  And there, underlying it all, a hint of relief.  Every person within the sound of his voice understood history was about to be written.  It was the time the fate of all Mithal would be decided; whether they would all live or die for what they fought for all these years.
 
   General Duva took a long, slow, deep breath, breaking the silence, and exhaled in a rush.  “Fine.  All right then, Steven, tell us what you have learned, and then tell us about this plan of yours.”
 
   The sergeant ducked his head close to the feathered neck of the roc as it dived out of the skies and then leveled off again above the treetops.  The heavy canvas bag attached to his belt swayed against his side, and with a quick pull at the ties it came free and he snatched it in a fist.  He dropped his package into the waiting arms of a lieutenant below, where the officers of one division of Azinon’s ground forces awaited orders to meet up with the main contingent.
 
   The lieutenant steadied his horse and then loosened the ties around the neck of the bag.  He glanced briefly inside and raised his brow, his information confirmed, before cinching the bag shut once more and taking it to his commanding officer.
 
   Saros saw the lieutenant from the back of his own warhorse, a large brown, well-trained, and heavily muscled mount that would charge a line of pikes if he so ordered it.  The lieutenant reined in before Saros with a smile on his face.
 
   “It seems congratulations are in order, Lord Saros,” he said.
 
   Saros noted the additional title his subordinate used before the contents of the bag were dumped unceremoniously upon the ground.  Borathis’s helmet thudded dully on the hard-packed earth, the sound it made a sure sign the contents were still inside.  
 
   “It seems you are the new lord of the third province.”
 
   Saros nodded once slowly.  “A pity,” he remarked.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “A pity I did not get to do that myself.”
 
   Looking closer, he indicated the helmet with a gesture of his finger.  “What do you make of the scorched metal around the base of the helm?”
 
   “Yes, I had noticed, sir.  Whatever did this not only scorched the metal but sealed the wound even as it removed his head.”
 
   “I see,” Saros replied thoughtfully. “And what of the ex-Lord Borathis’s weapon?”
 
   “Of that there is no news, sir.  Scouts report only his head and body were found.”
 
   At that Saros nodded again.  “Just as well.  It would not be worthwhile if it were all simply handed to me.  Bag the head and bring it along,” he said kicking his mount into motion.  “The skull will make up part of a nice sword stand when we have finished here.”
 
   ENDGAME
 
   “His army is bigger than we thought,” Vessla commented nervously.
 
   King Gorium nodded at his daughter’s understatement, his eyes grim.  Here, atop the highest battlements on the fortress, she and her father watched as the whole of Azinon’s ground forces approached their mountain home.  More than two hundred thousand strong, the black-clad soldiers marched onward through the center of the broad valley, slowly blotting out the lush vegetation like a creeping, black sickness across the landscape.  And their cancerous advance was not limited to the ground alone.  Though he could not yet be sure of the numbers, a dark cloud in the distance approached.  King Gorium guessed the rocs making up that aerial advance at a little over twenty thousand.  At that estimate, he allowed himself a solemn smile.  The Jisetrians were masters of aerial combat and, even outnumbered in the air three to one, he was sure the battle amongst the clouds could be won.  
 
   But it is not the skies that concern me, he thought, bringing his eyes back to the massive army drawing ever nearer his home.  This battle would not ultimately be decided in the air.
 
   “You should get below, my dear,” he said.
 
   Princess Vessla nodded, though she did not yet move, her eyes seemingly transfixed on the intruders in the valley.  “You always said this day would come, Father,” she said, “but until now that day had always seemed so far away.”
 
   King Gorium placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “We will not lose our home, Vessla.  I promise you that.”
 
   Looking at the sheer size of the advancing army, Vessla nodded and offered a faint smile at her father’s promise but her eyes betrayed her doubt.  “May God grant us victory,” she said.
 
   King Gorium gently turned his daughter to face him and then took her hands and kissed them both.  “God need only grant us time, Daughter, for if all goes well the ultimate victory will be decided elsewhere.”
 
   The imperial city of Rajasthan lie before them like a glittering jewel, the ultimate prize in a bloody contest spanning nearly two decades—though this last event promised to be the bloodiest of them all.  The first emperor of Mithal had chosen the location of the capitol well.  Nestled in the curve of the Dragon’s Spine, a crescent-shaped range of jagged peaks and dangerous spires, it offered protection to the city on three of its four sides, the fourth lying open across a vast plain that left an advancing army nowhere to hide.
 
   But that’s all right, Steve thought to himself, knuckling one leather gauntlet in the palm of the other.  Hiding isn’t in the game plan.  
 
   For the tenth time that morning, he adjusted the hardened leather armor he wore.  It was uncomfortable not because of the leather itself, or the weight added by the steel rings woven into it, for the padded gambeson and trousers he wore beneath kept the leather away from his skin and therefore from rubbing him raw, but rather because it was just so unfamiliar.  In fact, the only familiar thing about his dress was the silver rapier belted around his waist.  He kept it close by at all times, to serve as both weapon and reminder of home.
 
   Midmorning had seen the Resistance, now only twenty-five thousand strong, safely to the plain across from Rajasthan.  Steve lamented the need to leave ten thousand soldiers behind in the Jisetrian valley, for he wanted to strike the now weakened capitol as hard and as fast as possible, but even General Duva agreed it was necessary both for the defense of their Jisetrian allies and also to maintain the appearance the whole of the Resistance were trapped in that valley.
 
   “Hey, you,” Sonya said appearing by his side wearing black boots, brown trousers belted at the waist, and a white, loose-fitting tunic.  “Penny for your thoughts.”
 
   Steve tried to laugh but it came out as more of a sharp exhalation instead.  “You might need your checking account if you want to hear them all.”
 
   Sonya smiled at that and nodded.  “You’re probably right.  But look at the bright side: after today how many people back home can put ‘saved the world’ on their resume?”
 
   Now it was Steve’s turn to smile, though it didn’t last.  Like an ocean wave it was there one moment, and then gone in the next.  His eyes were riveted on the increasing numbers of the enemy taking shape in front of the imperial city: hoards of Shangee, archers, and foot soldiers.  Though they were less than the main force, they were still far more than he liked.
 
   “Look who’s talking,” he said finally looking to her.  “You actually are going to save a whole world.  I, however, am just going to get a whole lot of it killed.”
 
   Sonya’s eyes softened in sympathy, and she placed a hand on his arm.  “Steve, come on, you know that isn’t true.  Whatever happens here today is something that was going to happen somewhere, sooner or later, with or without you.  But now, because of you, these people have a real shot at winning.”  She canted her head then and Steve could see some thought was playing out in her mind.  Whatever it was, it seemed to bother her.  “Though, to be honest,” she continued, “I’m not really sure why taking back Rajasthan is so important.”
 
   “Because of magic,” he answered her.  “Azinon is who he is because of the power he commands.  I want to take that from him.”
 
   Sonya looked confused.  “That’s possible?”
 
   “It is in Azinon’s case.  Haldorum taught me a lot in those first few weeks after we arrived here, and one of them is, until I came, there were only two kinds of Powers ever to exist on Mithal: those born with the ability and those who’d been given it.  Azinon was given his powers and, if he wants to keep them, he has to perform what Haldorum calls a dark ritual.  It’s a kind of ceremony of sacrifice to whatever being gave him the ability to use magic in the first place.  It has to be performed regularly, in a specific place, on a specific altar, created specifically for that purpose.  And even though, with the right preparation, the place of the ritual can be changed, that altar,” he said with a slight smile, “that altar’s not replaceable.  If we can find it, and destroy it, his powers will fade to nothing.”
 
   Sonya was nodding.  “Like a battery that can’t be charged anymore,” she said.
 
   “Exactly.  Without his magic there will be no more Shangee created, no more Jalkora and, most importantly, no more sorcerer.  Azinon will be just another man.”
 
   “I have to admit, Steve, I’m impressed.  You plan to hit Azinon’s chamber while he thinks he’s wiping out the Resistance.  That’s pretty smart.”
 
   “Thanks,” he replied, grinning a bit, though it faded when he returned his eyes to what was soon to be the battlefield.  “But tell me that after it works.  Once inside, we still don’t know where to find the altar in the first place, and we only have until midnight before Azinon can portal back.”
 
   Sonya stood quiet for a time as she too looked across the plain to the enemy before asking, “Steve, what did you mean when you said there were only two kinds of Powers until you came?”
 
   “Ah,” Steve said looking down and kicking at a stone with the toe of his black boot, “that.  Haldorum is a little worried by the fact there is no precedent for someone like me.  I think it would be easier for him to accept my being…unique…if I had turned out to be the Third, since the prophecy actually mentions that person.  You know, ‘savior of the world’, and all.”
 
   “Why is that so important?”
 
   “Perhaps I can better explain,” Haldorum said coming up between them and placing a hand on each of their shoulders.  “I thought I might find you here, Steven.  You do know the numbers of the enemy will grow no smaller just because you stare at them?”
 
   “Tell me about it,” he replied.  “In fact, the opposite seems to be true.”
 
   Haldorum looked off in the distance, at the smaller numbers of the enemy across the plain for only a moment and nodded resolutely.  “At least now we outnumber them.”
 
   The elder Power gave them both a squeeze on the shoulder before stepping around and then turning to face them both.  “In answer to your question, Sonya, people like you and I were born with the abilities we have, to manipulate the magic of this world.  You did not know of your own abilities on Earth because magic is almost non-existent there, so your abilities had nothing to work with.”
 
   Sonya gasped as a sudden realization hit her.  “So that’s why your powers were getting weaker on Earth.  You were cut off from the source that replenished you.”
 
   “Ding!” Steve exclaimed, teasing.  “Move that girl to the head of the class.”
 
   “All right, wise guy,” Sonya said chucking him on the arm.  “Don’t make me learn how to turn you into a frog.”
 
   Steve laughed and threw up his hands in mock surrender.  “Okay, I’m sorry.  Please forgive me.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”  Then to Haldorum she said, “You were saying?  So you and I use the same magic—just in different ways.”
 
   “Correct.  And given enough time on Earth, my powers would have faded away completely.  On the other side of the coin are those like Azinon, those who were given their powers.”
 
   “Long story short,” Steve said, “that altar serves as the gateway which channels his powers to him.  Which means no matter if he was on Earth or Mithal—“
 
   “His powers would never fade,” Sonya finished.
 
   Steve nodded.  “Right again.  He’s always connected to the source of his abilities—but he has to perform that ritual.  So that means no altar, no more sorcerer.”
 
   Sonya pursed her lips as she considered this new information.  “Interesting,” she said thoughtfully aloud.  “So then what is it that has old Haldorum here wracking his brain with worry about you?”
 
   “First of all,” Haldorum began somewhat indignant, “I’m not that old.  Second, as I mentioned, your powers, mine—even Azinon’s—are all linked to a source, which is what makes Steven something of an enigma.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “My powers,” Steve began, searching for the right words, “as far as Haldorum can tell, aren’t linked to anything.  They’re just there.”
 
   “But after what you just told me, Haldorum, how can that be?  I mean, what about that?” Sonya asked, indicating the crystal with a finger.
 
   “Another enigma,” the elder wizard answered.  “I know even less about it than I do about Steven’s role in the prophetic scheme of things.  The only thing I know for certain is it is not the source of his power.  I still do not know why it reacts to the presence of magic, nor why only Steven can seem to wear or remove it.  And on top of everything else, the prophecy does not so much as mention either Steven or the crystal in any of the passages.”
 
   Sonya shrugged.  “Well, I don’t mean to burst your bubble, Haldorum, but that isn’t really saying a whole lot.  We already know the prophecy is either flawed or the translation is wrong.”  Haldorum looked about to disagree when Sonya cut him off by holding up a finger.  “One: bring about an end to the plague.  We already know that is something I can do so we’ll chalk that one up to the crazy prophet from a thousand years ago.  Two,” she said holding up a second finger, “restore the imperial line to the throne.  With the emperor gone, who was the last remaining heir of imperial blood, that is now seemingly impossible.  And three: the Third will marry into a royal house of Mithal—but only to one possessing the gift of magic.  The last time we checked, the only one who fits both of those criteria is Princess Vessla.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Steve said rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  “I think you two would make a great couple.”
 
   Sonya smirked and chucked him again in the arm…harder.
 
   “What?” Steve said trying to sound offended but unable to wipe his smile.
 
   “Anyway,” Sonya continued, “by my count the prophecy is only one for three since we arrived.”
 
   Haldorum gave her a simultaneous shrug and nod.  “Granted, translating and interpreting the prophecy is by no means an exact science—“
 
   “Thank you,” Sonya interjected.
 
   “However, experience has taught me on more than one occasion that when a valid prophecy appears to be wrong or contradictory it is only because we fail to see the entire picture.”
 
   “Haldorum!  Steven!” Lurin called, appearing out of a group of milling soldiers whose impatience for battle was beginning to show.  “We are ready.”
 
   Steve took a deep, slow breath.  
 
   “Showtime.”
 
   “Ready!”  The barrel-chested Jisetrian sergeant bellowed across the platform.  Up here, only the most physically fit of the Jisetra ever found the strength to forego the long procession of stairs in light armor and make the flight to this, the highest of all platforms on the mountain fortress.  Here the air was too thin for anything larger than a Jisetra to keep aloft, and it was here five hundred winged soldiers waited with spears held upright against their right shoulders like statues, waiting for the final word.
 
   As expected, the rocs led the attack.  They approached in arrowhead formations of fifty rocs each, their aim: to draw and return fire on the archers as the ground forces advanced on the fortress below.
 
   “Ready!” the sergeant called again, drawing the word out, underscoring the next command was likely the one to launch.  Below him, the advancing roc formations were so numerous they shadowed the valley floor beneath them for a kilometer.  And this was only the first wave.
 
   The sergeant raised his mace high above his head and brought it down in a sharp motion screaming “Dive!”
 
   Five hundred Jisetra poured over the side of the platform like a waterfall of death.  With their wings pulled in tight and pressed close to their bodies, their aerodynamic helms protected their faces from the buffeting wind.  They plummeted from on high, reaching greater and greater speeds toward the enemy.  
 
   One roc rider had the wherewithal to look up and shout a warning before a spear ripped through him and his roc like a needle-straight sliver of gray lightning.
 
   The Jisetrians came down in waves, simply releasing their spears before unfurling their wings and banking hard to clear the way for their brothers still plummeting downward from above them.
 
   Below, thousands of pairs of Resistance soldiers’ eyes were riveted on the sky.  Hundreds of liquid, crimson plumes exploded down from the bodies of the huge birds above as steel tore through them.  Those riders not struck dead immediately suffered a worse fate as they screamed in anticipation of death, plummeting with their mounts toward the unyielding earth below.  But the greatest effect came in the ensuing chaos erupting amid the arrowhead formations of rocs themselves.  Riders veered, climbed and dived in wild attempts to avoid the death raining down on them, some colliding with each other in the confusion.  Several hundred surviving riders broke formation and banked left and right, diving toward the valley floor to gain the most speed.
 
   From the ground, it was a frightening sight.  As the rocs dropped altitude at breakneck speeds, thousands of fortress archers loosed a cloud of whistling death so thick it cast a shadow on the valley floor.
 
   The few remaining magicians in Azinon’s palace arsenal struggled to maintain their mental control over far too many Shangee, and it was showing.  The half-lizard hybrids were difficult to control under normal circumstances.  Any magician of decent strength was, by doctrine, tasked with no more than one hundred to direct in battle.  But now, with only a dozen magicians left to control almost five thousand Shangee, it was all they could do just to keep the ravenous beasts from attacking each other.
 
   Across the field, the Resistance army was on the march and, for reasons they could not discern, the redcrests appeared content to let the battle come to them.  General Duva advanced on horseback, keeping pace with the rest of his forces, frowning about at the enemy’s willingness to give ground so easily.  It was obvious the first wave of the attack would be Shangee and, although the monstrosities were little more than undisciplined savages, in the thick of the fight they had always before arranged themselves in ordered formations—at least until the fighting began.
 
   With a raise of his gauntleted right hand, General Duva signaled to the newly appointed Captain Maxwell Donn, who slowed his horse to come alongside his general.
 
   “Your orders, sir?”
 
   “Send twenty mounted archers out ahead of the rest of our forces,” he said thoughtfully, never taking his eyes off the disorderly mob of Shangee.  “And ready the heavy cavalry.  Here is what I want you to do.”
 
   As the rest of the Resistance marched forward, twenty archers were chosen and given mounts.  Before they were even a hundred yards out, General Duva signaled the halt and watched expectantly to see if his hunch was correct.  The archers reined in their horses at the extreme range of their bows and nocked arrows.  Taking high aim, the strings of their bows pulled back under calloused fingers and touched their cheeks briefly before letting fly almost in unison.  The arrows sailed away with cutting whispers and arced directly into the center of the middle group of Shangee.  Piercing screams erupted and fighting broke out almost instantly, spreading outward from the disturbance like a ripple in a pond.
 
   The strings drew back yet again and once more they let fly.  This time one of the Shangee screamed something unintelligible and pointed a clawed finger in their direction.  Azinon’s magicians struggled with their tenuous hold over the half-breed monsters even as it melted away like wax in a brick oven, and all five-thousand of the cursed creatures poured forth in a wild, disorganized frenzy.
 
   “Damn you!” one redcrest on the ramparts bellowed as he struck one of the magicians across the back of the head.  “Bring them back!  It is not time!”
 
   Already sweating from his previous efforts at control, the magician’s attempt to re-exert control was akin to the flea trying to exert its dominance over the dog.  With an explosive breath of exhaustion, he whined his failure.
 
   “That is it!” General Duva said, his hand balling into a fist.  “Archers!  Cavalry!”
 
   The mounted archers who started the frenzy turned their mounts and spurred them into full gallop.  They were halfway back to the Resistance when lines of foot archers, two-thousand strong in four lines of five hundred, appeared in the front ranks.  But it was the sight of the heavy cavalry, taking position behind them, that caused the mounted archers to split into two groups left and right to maneuver clear of the impending charge.  Likely, when the time came the cavalry would gallop past them, but it appeared they weren’t taking any chances.
 
   “First rank!” Maxwell Donn called out as the Shangee closed, “Aim!”  The sound of hundreds of smooth, wooden shafts sliding along polished longbows whispered on the morning air and then, “Loose!”
 
   Five hundred arrows whistled through the air, arcing over the fleeing mounted archers, searching for new homes in the enemy.  Seemingly blind to this new assault, the Shangee ran on as arrows rained and cut down their kin, felling a hundred of their kind and wounding several dozen more.  Those fallen were not mourned, but trampled under by the rest who did not pause in their bloodlust.  They came on with inhuman screams.
 
   ”Second rank!” Maxwell Donn called.  The first line of archers dropped to one knee to nock arrows while the second pulled bowstrings to cheeks.  “Loose!”
 
   Again the Shangee died, and still they closed, the sight of their enemy so near seeming to drive them into a frenzy.
 
   “Third rank!  Loose!”
 
   “Fourth rank!  Loose!”
 
   The half-lizard beasts were close enough now the Resistance could hear the individual death screams of the fallen.
 
   “Cavalry!” Maxwell called.  At that the archers stood and retreated, slipping easily between the heavy mounted warriors taking their places as the front line.  “Ready!”  A page sounded his horn and, as one, lances dropped.
 
   The enemy closed.
 
   “Waaaiiiit!” Maxwell yelled out.
 
   Closer.
 
   “Now, sir?” the page asked nervously bringing the horn nearer his lips.
 
   “Wait!  Damn you!” Maxwell snapped.  The Shangee needed to be as far away from the walls of the palace, lined with redcrest archers, and away from possible reinforcement, as possible.  General Duva’s plan had bought them an opportunity to reduce the enemy ranks by a third and impatience, or carelessness, would surely ruin it.
 
   Another ten seconds passed.  At this range, the soldiers could almost smell the foul stench of the creatures on the breeze.
 
   “Now!” Maxwell screamed.
 
   The page pressed his lips to his horn in record time and then the thunder of eight-hundred warhorses roared across the plain in answer to that pealing sound.
 
   The plate-armored brothers, Lojur and Rabal, appeared from the shimmering light of the portal with shields and massive swords gripped in plated fists.  Twenty similarly armored soldiers followed closely, alternately breaking left or right as they emerged, prepared to deal swiftly with any who may have witnessed their sudden appearance.  However, as Haldorum had expected, not only were the palace stables devoid of human life but they were completely empty of a single equine as well.
 
   Looking satisfied, Lojur lowered his sword and removed his gauntlet.  Returning to the portal, he then tossed it through.  A few moments later the dark-skinned assassin Kamarine, appeared wearing a supple, black leather gambeson over black, close-fitting silk shirt and trousers, a bandolier of throwing knives across his chest, a belt of pouches around his waist, and a slender sword at his hip.  With the gauntlet in his right hand, he returned it to Lojur with a deft toss.
 
   Next appeared Steve, then Sonya wearing a brown leather gambeson over her earlier clothing, followed last by Kayliss.
 
   “And when exactly has Haldorum ever been here?” Sonya asked looking around.
 
   “In here?” Steve clarified, “Never.  But he saw it that day we made off with the Emperor, and as long as he’s seen a place with his own eyes he can portal to it.”
 
   After a brief look at his surroundings, Steve moved for the far exit.  “Let’s go.”
 
   With Kayliss by his side and the others in tow, he led the way past empty stalls that once held the finest warhorses in the capitol, home now only to clean straw and the occasional set of reins hanging on the wall.  At the far end of the building two wooden doors opened into a courtyard and served as the only entrance and exit large enough to accommodate someone on horseback.  Each twice a man’s height, the war band came within twenty feet before the door on the right pulled open seemingly of its own.  In the next moment a stable hand, perhaps in his early twenties, hoping to one day be squired to a knight, entered carrying a bucket of clean water and a brush.
 
   Kayliss bared his fangs in a menacing hiss and both the stable hand and Steve and his party froze in their steps as each spied the other.  Several seconds passed of deadly, uncertain quiet, but it was the stable hand who blinked.  Dropping the bucket and brush, he turned to flee but Kamarine’s forward roll brought his flight to an end.  The assassin’s empty hand still extended toward his target, the stable hand had only the strength to stagger another two steps before falling face flat, half in and half out of the stable with a polished knife in his back and an unuttered shout of alarm on his lips.
 
   Steve rushed forward and dragged the dead man back inside by his boots while Lojur flattened his back against the opposite door and peered out.  He looked up one side of the courtyard and down the other then shook his head.  There was not one guard or soldier in sight.
 
   Steve breathed a sigh of relief and then whispered to Sonya, “Not exactly how I envisioned our senior year.”
 
   The battle in the skies raged on.  
 
   Haze watched with admiration writ clear upon his face, the ferocity and cunning of their Jisetrian allies.  The first wave of rocs had been wiped out in the first few minutes of the attack, their enemy never suspecting a strike to come from a height they themselves were too ponderous to reach, but with the arrival of the second and third waves it was now too difficult to tell in which direction the scales of the battle swayed.  The Jisetra were easily the more agile and experienced of the aerial combatants, a decided advantage, but the roc riders had sheer brute force in their monstrous birds of prey and superiority of numbers on their side.
 
   And still Haze could not but shake his head in continued admiration as the Jisetra inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy.  For every Jisetra that died another three or four rocs fell from the skies.  Close enough to be seen from the ground, Haze watched as one young winged warrior swooped and dived through the cluttered sky, closing on his enemy from behind.  With falchion in hand, he raced by and decapitated a rider with the speed of a striking hawk.  The warrior dived then, knowing the enraged roc, bearing its headless passenger fastened to the saddle, was fast behind him.  Screeching its fury, the great bird closed on the Jisetrian but could not keep up with its quarry as the winged warrior banked out.  The roc, however, did not have time to realize its mistake, drawing as it did too near the fortress, before a dozen arrows from the ramparts robbed it of life.
 
   Haze was still watching the fight when Haldorum portaled in near him; from exactly where, the grizzled warrior could only guess, but the old wizard didn’t waste time with small talk.
 
   “Status?”
 
   Haze pulled his gaze from the enemy in the skies and instead looked across the battlefield to the hordes of shangee and human infantry.  “Azinon began the attack with an aerial assault, his foot soldiers advancing behind it; but they halted when they saw how badly the first wave of rocs fared.”
 
   “Good,” Haldorum harrumphed.  
 
   “Though they will not be waiting much longer.  In response, Azinon committed every sky soldier he has to the battle.  The Jisetra fight bravely but they are outnumbered, tired, and losing a great many of their warriors.”
 
   Haldorum looked to the sky and seemed to be assessing the fight.  “With every roc rider committed they too will tire.”
 
   “But who will tire first?”  Haldorum looked at him and Haze added, “That will decide when the ground battle begins which of us has an enemy flying over our heads.”
 
   Haldorum looked up again briefly and nodded his agreement.  It was a prospect neither side wanted to see come to fruition.  “It seems we will have to wait and see.”
 
   “What about Scott?” he then asked.
 
   “Out there,” Haze replied, indicating generally west of the battlefield.  “There, hiding where the forest ends at the western edge of the valley.”
 
   “Sir,” a sergeant said drawing both Haze’s and the First Power’s attention.  “They are coming.”
 
   Haze looked out and saw that indeed Azinon’s forces were on the move again—at a quick time.
 
   Haldorum raised his hands to portal saying, “I will tell King Gorium to make ready.”
 
   “Haldorum, wait!”  The old wizard paused in his spell casting and Haze quickly said, “Something has been bothering me for almost half a turn now, and with the enemy this close it bothers me all the more.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   The barrel-chested man stepped closer and leaned nearer Haldorum’s ear so as not to be overheard.  “We kept the werewolves here for a specific reason,” he whispered.
 
   “True.”
 
   “So look out across that battlefield and tell me what you see.”
 
   Haldorum did so and spoke softly the forces arrayed against them.  “Shangee, infantry, archers, cavalry, siege engines…”
 
   “Yes,” Haze agreed, “now tell me what you do not see.”
 
   Haldorum scanned the line of troops again, looking confused at first, but then his eyes widened as the realization struck him.
 
   “Dear God!” he breathed.
 
   Lojur and Rabal made their way through the halls of the palace of Rajasthan.  Thus far, the stable hand had been the closest thing to opposition the war band had run into since appearing on the grounds outside.  The portcullis to the castle had been left standing open, the corridors left unpatrolled.  Rather than feeling relief, however, it only made the party more nervous.
 
   A short walk farther on and the main corridor opened up into the grand chamber, a place whose original purpose had once been for the reception of high-ranking dignitaries and kings.  Designed to impress, the vast hall was opulently decorated with polished white marble floors, ornate tapestries, hanging chandeliers, thick woven carpets, and exquisite statues in every corner and wall niche.  Now the chamber was a dedication celebrating the sorcerer that was Azinon.  Every wall tapestry had been replaced with another depicting scenes of Azinon standing majestically against differing backdrops; the palace in this one, a forest in that one, the sea in yet another on the far wall.  The statues too were tributes to the Dark One; life size renditions of the sorcerer in dramatic stances.
 
   “All right, gather around,” Steve said turning and everyone did so.  “You all know the game plan: five teams of five.  If you reach the altar, destroy it if you can, but either way you send someone to find me and bring me to it.  Got it?”
 
   “Sir,” the warriors answered as one with a nod.
 
   “Sonya, Lojur, Rabal, and Kamarine with me.”  Kayliss nudged him in the side and Steve rubbed the great cat on the head.  “No, I haven’t forgotten you.  You and I go without saying, my friend.”  To the rest he said, “Let’s not keep the Resistance waiting long before we bring them good news.”
 
   The cavalry had come across the battlefield leaving a swath of destruction in their wake.  Those shangee that did not die at the end of a lance found themselves trampled under hoof or cut down with sword as the seemingly unstoppable line of knights mowed through the remainder.  Farther away still, the redcrests were ominously dividing into two halves, allowing the main gate in the great wall surrounding the city of Rajasthan a wide berth.
 
   Like rats scurrying for cover before the storm.
 
   Haze could see the line growing restless.  The enemy now was so close they could make out individual faces on the shangee and humans alike.  Still, it was not time.  The warrior cast a nervous glance back in the direction of the fortress where, somewhere, King Gorium watched from on high.
 
   “If we do not attack soon,” Haze grumbled, returning his eyes to the field, “they are going to trip on us on their way through the front door.”
 
   Looking down from the cavernous mouth, four-hundred feet above the valley floor, King Gorium surveyed the advancing enemy.  “Send the first,” he said calmly over his shoulder.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty!”  The Jisetrian corporeal turned on his heel and advanced a dozen steps deeper into the manmade cavern.  “Send the first!”
 
   The three Jisetra rolled the hand-chiseled, five hundred pound sphere of stone to the lip of the hole, marking the opening of the chute, and pushed it over, where it disappeared into the blackness with a great rush of air.  The boulder dropped deeper and deeper into the belly of the mountain fortress, picking up greater and greater speed, until the chute it traversed hooked upward near its end, at its opening in the side of the mountain, and sent the projectile hurtling into free space.
 
   Haze turned his head with a furrowed brow when he heard the strange hollow whistling coming from the side of the mountain.  Then he saw the projectile arcing through the air.  The boulder sailed high over the heads of the Resistance soldiers and crashed down on the ranks of the redcrest infantry, killing four instantly and crippling a number more he could not count.  The massive stone barreled through bodies, breaking arms and legs as it bounced unyielding through men too slow to clear from its path.
 
   King Gorium watched it all with smug satisfaction.  “Now,” he said, “release at will.”
 
   The first three Jisetra were already rolling another boulder into position when the remaining twenty-nine teams released their deadly charges into similar chutes and to the will of gravity.
 
   Below, Haze watched as more than two dozen boulders pounded deep into the ranks of Azinon’s forces and created a line of death and broken bodies that separated thousands of shangee and infantry—these having already marched inside the range of this new threat.
 
   “Archers!” Haze called.
 
   The shangee and infantry companies cut off from the main force watched as a cloud of arrows, and then a second volley of stone, further widened the gap between themselves and the rest of their ground forces.  As they could not go back, they were fully committed, and they lifted their weapons and charged.
 
   Raising his sword to the sky, Haze bellowed his war cry and the entrenched soldiers of the Resistance poured across the field to meet them.  The two sides met like the interlacing fingers of opposing hands, with the din and crash of steel on steel rising above all else.
 
   Farther back and safely behind the redcrest lines, siege operators turned the first of three trebuchets to face the Jisetrian fortress.  With a pull of the lever, the massive counterweight dropped and the arm of the machine launched the smoking, cauldron-sized container high into the air.  It sailed across the expanse of the battlefield trailing a black cloud and exploded against the fortress, above the lowest battlements, deafening all and sending a curtain of fire raining down on more than fifty Jisetrian archers.
 
   Behind the siege engines, the operators cheered.
 
   Captain Olum, the commanding officer of the Resistance heavy cavalry on the field outside the walls of Rajasthan, clung to his horse as the well-trained mount reared screaming and split the skull of a shangee like a ripe melon.  If the wretched creature hadn’t died on impact, it surely expired when the massive charger pounded the body into the ground with both forward hooves.  The shangee’s companion joined it a moment later as the captain’s sword parried a blow meant for his charger and then cleaved the hell spawn from shoulder to sternum.
 
   With the last of their enemy dead or dying, the Resistance captain paused long enough to raise his visor and scan the field.  Tired though he was, he laughed when he saw the remaining redcrest army had not advanced a single step.
 
   Another heavy cavalryman reined in alongside him, laughing as well.  “What are we supposed to do now, Captain?  The enemy is cowering against the walls like mewling kittens.”
 
   Again they laughed but Olum stopped when he spied something curious.  Gesturing in the direction of the city he said, “Look there.  What in the name of the Third are they doing?”
 
   Not only was there a clear path leading right up to the city’s main gate, but the gate itself was opening.
 
   “Surrender?” the other cavalryman put forth, though his tone clearly lacked confidence in the supposition.
 
   A moment later, though, they had their answer.  Jalkora emptied out of the city in so great a number they jammed at the edges of the gate.
 
   “Hundreds of them!” the other cavalryman exclaimed.
 
   “Nay,” the captain replied grimly, dropping his visor back in place.  “Thousands.
 
   “Shargoth,” Argos called to him in human form.
 
   Scott and Kurella both turned at the sound of Scott’s title.  To take on the title Kurella’s father had used didn’t seem right to the new werewolf leader—and in addition, was a painful reminder of the pack leader’s death by Scott’s own hand.  So instead he opted for the title of Shargoth, which blended both the meanings of prime and shifter.  He agreed with Kurella; it suited him much better.
 
   “This one says he knows you,” Argos finished.  Behind him, Haldorum’s ungainly advance over the uneven forest terrain would have been comical if not for the circumstances.
 
   “He’s all right, Argos, thank you.”  To the old wizard he asked, “Haldorum, what the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “The Resistance is in trouble!” Haldorum gasped.  Not knowing Scott’s precise location, the wizard had had to portal into the general area and run the rest of the way.
 
   “Gee, ya’think?”  Scott glanced briefly back in the direction where the tree line ended and the valley began.  Three hundred yards beyond that point a third of the redcrest army had already bypassed their position.  “The rest of the wolves have been pressing me to attack for the last half hour.”
 
   “No!”  But before he could continue Haldorum bent over and placed his hands on his knees to take a few breaths enough to talk.  “The other battle…”
 
   Kurella went to his side and helped him to a sitting position on a nearby piece of deadfall.
 
   “Thank you, my dear,” he managed.  To Scott he said, “The other battle is where you need to be.  The Jalkora are not here.”
 
   “What?!” Scott nearly shouted.  “But that could only mean they’re…  The rest of the Resistance—“
 
   “Is in very real danger,” Haldorum finished for him.
 
   Scott did not need another moment to think.  “When and where?”
 
   Haldorum climbed back to his feet and pointed even as he moved.  “Get them clear of the trees.  To gate this many fast enough, I am going to need room.”
 
   “Your Imperial Majesty, forgive the intrusion,” the redcrest general said without raising his eyes above the sorcerer’s feet.  “I would never dare disturb you unless it was of the utmost import—“
 
   “The general here has already brought it to my attention,” was all Azinon said as he raised the looking glass to his eye.  Halfway across the battlefield, and to the west of his army, a large portal had appeared.  What he saw there surprised even the Dark One.  Werewolves.  And apparently they were in league with the Resistance.
 
   “Your Majesty,” General Makteth said, “the fact the werewolves have joined the fight is not what concerns me—“
 
   “It is, however, my concern, General,” Azinon interrupted.  “What concerns me even more is your failure to anticipate a force hiding there—werewolves or no.”
 
   Makteth lowered his eyes.  “Yes, Your Majesty, I understand—and it will not happen again.  But what I do not understand is where they are going.  The ferocity of the werewolves is well known,” he stammered.  “They were in the perfect position to flank our forces and now they not only reveal that position, but are leaving.  Why?”
 
   Azinon mulled that thought over and then suddenly raised the glass to his eye again.  First he looked to the portal and to the large number of werewolves disappearing into the same.  Then he swung the glass to look across the battlefield, to the too small army of Resistance soldiers now engaged with his own much larger force.  If he had to estimate, he would say he outnumbered the rebels thirty to one.
 
   That number was far too large.
 
   Azinon collapsed the looking glass into the palm of his other hand.  “Do you recall some years ago, General, when the decision came before me to choose between you and another for the position you now hold?”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.  As I remember—“
 
   Azinon seized Makteth around the throat with one hand and lifted him from the ground.  Were it not for the crushing grip on his windpipe, the general would have screamed as his flesh started to burn.  “It would seem I chose poorly!” the sorcerer hissed.  “You want to know where they are going?  To where the real battle is being fought, General!”
 
   At that Makteth’s body burst into flame and Azinon tossed the already lifeless husk to the ground.  The Dark One knew it to be lifeless because he still held the ex-general’s life force, a glowing dot of light, in the palm of his hand, drained like blood from a still-beating heart.
 
   “Sergeant,” Azinon said to the cowering soldier who had dropped to his hands and knees before the sorcerer’s wrath, “give the order to sound the withdrawal.  Tell them to pull back and wait outside the mouth of this valley for my return at midnight.”
 
   Without looking up, the soldier scrambled away as fast as his legs would carry him.
 
   Azinon looked again to his palm a brief moment before making a fist over the tiny spark of life force there.  Before he could risk the spell he had in mind, he would need more.  A great deal more.  He turned his eyes toward his own reserve troops, still waiting to join the battle. 
 
    “A small price,” he remarked aloud.
 
   Captain Olum, surged with pride at the sight of his men regrouping to face the oncoming Jalkora—and all without a word from him.  No one thought to flee, no one thought to run and save their own skin.  They waited ready to fight and die at the signal from their captain for the freedom of all the races.
 
   “Your orders, sir?” the sergeant to his right asked.
 
   In the years since taking command of the heavy cavalry—eight companies in all, numbering at times more than a thousand souls—he had for himself and his men demanded the most rigorous training and absolute loyalty from all those who served him.  And it paid off, for in all that time never had he taken more than a third in losses in even the worst of times.
 
   Until now.
 
   “Sir, your orders?” the sergeant asked again.
 
   The captain looked across the field at the Jalkora and estimated they would be upon them in less than a minute.  “We try and hold them back as long as possible.”
 
   He smiled grimly then, knowing this battle could not be won in the face of so many of Azinon’s most ferocious troops, yet defiant in the face of his own looming death.  “Perhaps, if we are lucky, we can buy those brave men and women behind us enough time to escape.”  To the rest of them he raised his voice and said, “Remember, you aim for the head or the soft pit below the arms.”  He waited until he could no longer hear his words repeated down the line by individual sergeants to either side of his position.  
 
   “Ready!” he cried.
 
   Captain Maxwell Donn watched in unabashed horror as the lances dropped for what was sure to be their final charge.
 
   “General Duva, with all due respect, I cannot stand by and watch my brothers slaughtered on the field before my eyes!”
 
   “Calm yourself, Captain!”
 
   Though clearly not finished, Captain Donn choked back his words behind clenched teeth.  
 
   More softly, General Duva mused aloud, “I never thought this was how we would meet our end.”
 
   Captain Donn turned to his general, a mix of surprise and hope on his face.  “Sir?”
 
   “No, Captain!” Duva snapped at him.  “I have no intention of allowing them to die alone while I run like a damned whipped dog with my tail between my legs.  Neither myself nor anyone else here is prepared to do that.”  That said, the annoyance and anger left his tone as quickly as it had come.  “Besides,” he said more softly, “if we are lucky, this world will be minus one sorcerer on the morrow—and that alone is cause for celebration even as we pass into the afterlife.  Now draw your sword, damn you, unless you intend to tongue lash those crab bastards to death!”
 
   Maxwell was smiling as he unsheathed his weapon.  “Yes, sir!”  He turned then to join the front lines but stopped short a moment.  “Sir, it has been a distinct privilege serving with you.”
 
   General Duva thanked him with a nod and then waved him off.  “I am just sorry, Captain, that you did not get to enjoy your promotion longer.”  
 
   When Captain Maxwell Donn had gone, Duva climbed into the saddle and drew his own blade.  He lamented for the briefest instant his next word would bring this chapter of the Resistance to a close, but he also knew, deep in his heart, it would rise again to continue the fight.
 
   The general inhaled mightily to bellow his final command.  “Att—“
 
   Before he could get the word fully past his lips a vertical line of brilliant blue light stole his voice and dazzled his eyes.  On the battlefield before him, it seemed space itself separated, the line growing wider, the intensity growing brighter, as more and more of the blue radiance illuminated the scene.
 
   And then came wolves.  Literally appearing out of thin air, werewolves burst onto the scene howling their fury.  They came in at first as a steady stream of bodies through the narrow aperture, and as the portal widened they came through in greater and greater numbers, until pouring forth like a river.
 
   General Duva couldn’t believe his eyes.  “I’m going to kiss that wizard full on the mouth when I see him next!”  Then, remembering himself, the general raised his sword and kicked his horse into a gallop.  “Attack!” 
 
   With the utterance of that single word, the army of the Resistance gave a great battle cry that shook the heavens as they charged.
 
   Steve inched open the door to what once served as the royal bedchambers for the Emperor.  Not knowing what to expect, Steve held his sword at the ready.  Cautiously pushing open the door, he then stepped inside.  He scanned the room and, seeing no one about, gave an impressed whistle at the size of it.  As a bedroom, it was enormous.  Most of his high school gymnasium would have fit inside.  Thick, plush carpeting covered every square inch of the floor in a room defining decadence.  From the crystal candelabras, to the handcrafted oak furniture, to the ornately carved, full-length mirror across from the bed, and the large sunken, marble bath in the corner of the room, the entire setting bespoke unimaginable wealth.
 
   Steve whirled at a sound from the direction of the bed in the center of the room.  With his sword held defensively before him, he approached, prepared to deal swiftly with the worst the palace had to offer.  It was, however, the sight of frightened brown eyes that disarmed him.  
 
   She cowered beside the bed trying to wear the tatters of a dress torn from her sometime the night before.
 
   She stared fearfully at the sight of him and, realizing this, Steve sheathed the rapier.  “It’s all right,” he said.  “You don’t have to be afraid.”  He extended his hand toward her but she would not approach.  In fact, she looked as though, if it were possible, she would have melted into the wall just to get away.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Steve said showing both his hands as he took a step back from her.  Though no less frightened, she looked grateful for the greater distance between them.  He could hardly blame her, for it appeared she had been beaten in what Azinon probably considered foreplay.  One of her eyes had swollen shut and her skin was lined with a dozen shallow lacerations.
 
   “Do you know who I am?” Steve asked, and she quickly shook her head no.  “I’m—“  He frowned when he thought of how to explain it, but then remembered there was at least one way she would understand.  “I’m the Fourth Power of Mithal.  I know who did this to you and, when I come back, you won’t have to be afraid anymore.  Do you understand?”
 
   She did not answer but Steve took her silence as assent.  Motioning toward the doorway, he bade the rest of his party to enter.  “Search the room.  Look for anything that might lead us to the altar but give her,” he said gesturing toward the woman, “a wide berth.  She’s frightened enough already.”
 
   The woman gasped with a start as Kayliss entered the room.
 
   “It’s all right,” Steve assured her.  “He’s a friend.”
 
   The great cat paced across the room, hopped in the middle of the bed, and lay down.  Incredibly, rather than flee, however, the woman climbed onto the bed as well and took shelter behind the twelve hundred pound tigrine.
 
   Steve stood with his mouth open for several heartbeats, genuinely confused.  “I don’t get it.  She takes to him?”
 
   “Don’t feel too bad,” Sonya said appearing over his shoulder.  “He is quite a looker.”
 
   With that, Sonya patted him on the shoulder and left, leaving Steve as befuddled as before and Kayliss looking quite smug.
 
   “Commander,” Kamarine beckoned, “a hand with this, if you please.”  
 
   Directly across from the foot of the bed, the slight assassin was trying to tip a heavy looking armoire to check the wall behind it for hidden doors.  Steve moved to help him but froze.
 
   “Sir, are you all right,” Kamarine asked, seeing the look on the young man’s face.  When Steve did not answer, the assassin followed the young Power’s gaze, stepping out to view the large and ornate, full-length mirror resting against the wall.
 
   “No offense, Kayliss,” Steve said, “but I think this is why she doesn’t want me to come near her.”
 
   Sonya was grabbing everything on the walls she could lay her hands on.  If she wasn’t tearing it down, she was checking to see if she could turn, push, or pull it and make something happen—so far without any luck.  She paused in her search when she saw Steve and Kamarine’s avid interest in the mirror.
 
   “You guys aren’t that pretty,” she quipped.  “So what gives?”
 
   “Ohhh, nothing,” Steve replied, motioning her closer with a finger while his eyes never left the mirror.  “I’m just glowing like a thousand watt light bulb, is all.”
 
   “What?”  Sonya let go of the wall sconce she had been trying to turn and walked over to her friend.  Looking him over briefly, she shrugged.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   Steve twirled that same finger, motioning for her to turn around and then pointed to the mirror.  She did so, and then gasped.  She staggered back a step into him—and then just as quickly jumped away, as though expecting to get burned.
 
   Steve wasn’t just glowing; he was on fire.  He burned white hot, completely obscuring every minor feature, leaving only the general outline of a human form distinguishable.  Flames rose from his limbs and torso, the fire trailing behind the motion when Steve waved his arm experimentally.  And yet, though their eyes told them the light they looked upon was the brightest they ever beheld, it did not hurt them to look upon it.
 
   By now, all had gathered around and together they stood in stark amazement.
 
   “What is it?” Rabal asked.
 
   His brother, Lojur’s, face darkened like a thundercloud and he drew his sword.  “Dark magic.  I will smash it into a thousand—“
 
   “No!” Steve shouted, staying him with a hand, and everyone cried out as the light in the mirror flared.
 
   “Shit!” Steve cursed.  “Sorry.”  He grabbed a cover from the bed Kayliss had not pinned down with his weight and quickly covered the mirror.  “We can’t destroy it.  This is the mirror the Oracle told me about.”
 
   Sonya lowered her hands from her eyes, though she was still blinking the spots from her retinas.  “What mirror?”
 
   “The Oracle told me Azinon keeps a mirror in his chambers that would answer all my questions about who I am, why I’m here, the prophecy…all of it!”  Gesturing to the mirror he added, “This has got to be what he was talking about.”
 
   A low rumbling reached their ears then and grew steadily louder.  To Sonya the sound reminded her of rolling thunder, but instead of reaching a crescendo and then fading away the sound continued to gain in intensity.  As the floor beneath their feet began to quake, Sonya asked, “What now?”
 
   Though the battle raged on outside the walls of Rajasthan, the redcrests manning the battlements atop the high walls of the city looked to one another in uncertainty as the rumbling could be felt in the planks and stone under their feet.  Below them on the cobbled street, a concussive ring of force exploded outward, sweeping away men, wagons and horses alike in a large circle like the hands of some great invisible giant.  Another thunderous clap and a wave of distortion blew out the corners of buildings and flung bodies only just recovered from the first disturbance.  And with the third blast the fabric of space cracked, forming a jagged seam in the air where forth spilled an angry red light.  In an instant, the crack elongated, splintering down like breaking ice.  Where it touched the ground, it split the cobbled street with a terrific peal of thunder.
 
   As unexpectedly as it began, the fracture vanished in a flash of red-orange flame, leaving a lone figure crouched upon the scarred street.  His breath torn from him by the spell, Azinon lurched to his feet with a sudden inhalation, and then staggered a step to the right before regaining his balance.  When his vision cleared, the sounds of battle outside the walls centered him, and snapped his consciousness back to the world around him.
 
   Through the open gates of the city he looked upon a scene that defined chaos.  Jalkora, knights, infantry, horses, werewolves, equipped with all manner of steel, plate, tooth and claw, fought with a savagery that made even the barbarian slave pits of the north look tame by comparison.  And Azinon looked on incredulously as the Jalkora fell.  The werewolves fought with undeniable ferocity, engaging the four-armed hell spawn—oft times bearing them to the ground where the humans then beset upon them with spear and sword in the places the Jalkora armor lie most vulnerable, at the neck and below the arms.  
 
   Ten years of building the ultimate hybrid killing machine through blood, sweat, and magic, and they were falling under the combined arms of a ragtag group of rebels and a pack of mongrel dogs!
 
   Azinon cooled his mounting rage only through dedicated force of will.  He could not let a mere setback bother him so, not when so much more was yet to be salvaged—even gained!  Closing his eyes, the sorcerer reached out with his mind, searching.  Aside from the men atop the battlements, he could feel the presence of thousands of redcrest soldiers outside the walls.  In another moment, he found the ranking officer and seized this consciousness in a vice-like mental grip.  When Azinon again opened his eyes, he saw and heard through the body of the officer.  Turning this body like a master puppeteer, Azinon spoke through the soldier to the nearby sergeant-at-arms.
 
   “When the Jalkora fall, sound the attack.  None of the Resistance leaves here alive.”  The sergeant-at-arms saluted smartly and then left to pass the word to prepare the attack.  Azinon released the mind of the officer then and called for a horse.  
 
   There was something he needed to check on in the palace.
 
   Steve, Sonya, Lojur, Rabal and Kamarine searched for an additional half turn of the glass after the tremor, turning the room inside out in their search but, aside from the mirror, their efforts were for naught.  Even the woman, at a little coaxing from Sonya, Kampala was her name, had been persuaded to participate in the search.  She, above all, seemed the most vigorous among them, taking great pleasure in smashing and overturning everything she could find in Azinon’s bedchamber.
 
   “I hate to say it,” the assassin stated, having just pulled down a forty pound statue from its niche in the wall, “but I think we are wasting our time here.”  
 
   Lojur and Rabal each grunted their concurrence, and even Steve had to admit perhaps this wasn’t the most logical place to look after all.  Kampala merely continued her siege of destruction, now picking up things already smashed and smashing them into smaller pieces.
 
   “I thought for sure at least the passage to it would be here,” Steve said frustrated.  “What are we missing?”
 
   Everyone was quiet and then Sonya said, “I think maybe we’re coming at this from the wrong angle.  We’re looking in the place that he comes to every day, but so do a hundred other people.”
 
   Kamarine scratched his ear.  “I am not sure I follow.”
 
   “Azinon comes here every day, but so do his maids, his servants,”—she indicated Kampala, who was tearing apart a couch cushion with the jagged end of a broken chair leg—“his concubines.  Think about it.  If you relied on something as the source of all your power, wouldn’t you want to hide it somewhere where no one ever goes?”
 
   “Bloody hell,” Kamarine cursed, “you have a point there.”
 
   “Hold on, hold on,” Steve said raising a hand.  “That tells us where not to look. Where exactly should we look?”
 
   Rabal, the quietest of the two stoic brothers finally spoke, “The cathedral.”  When all eyes turned to him he explained.  “It is well known that on the day of Azinon’s victory he desecrated and sealed the cathedral, walling up every window and door so—or so we believed then—none may again stand in the house of God.”
 
   “All save one!” Lojur interjected to Rabal’s nod.  To Steve he then said, “The Emperor had a private entrance to the cathedral off of the throne room.  That door yet remains, barred only by bolts and chains, but, for the Dark One’s security, the throne room has always been the most heavily guarded chamber in the palace.”
 
   Hearing this Steve laughed while shaking his head.  “I have to admit,” he mused, “that’s pretty smart.”  Seeing the questioning looks he explained, “It’s a ruse.  With his kind of power, Azinon is the last man on the continent who needs to worry about bodyguards.  If, however,” he said raising a finger for emphasis, “he were hiding something in the cathedral then he just stacks the throne room with the biggest, baddest guards he can find and, suddenly, he’s got privacy and security for the altar that everyone actually thinks is for him.”
 
   Kamarine stood tapping his chin with the flat of a throwing knife.  “So even if the guards wanted to destroy him, they are unwittingly protecting the very thing that makes him a sorcerer to begin with.”
 
   Steve turned and then marched for the door, motioning over his shoulder for everyone to follow.  “Come on,” he said, “I want to finish this.”
 
   Their booted footfalls echoed down the marble-laden corridor and seemed unnaturally loud in the vast emptiness of the palace.  Steve could not help but wonder if this was the reason so little carpeting was used in the many passages and halls throughout.  Such a precaution would make it very difficult for a party larger than one or two to sneak about undetected.  The slightest scuff against floor or wall would echo in the quiet of night to a nearby sentry and surely be marked out of place—provided there were sentries, of course.
 
   It still baffled him the Resistance could have taken them by such surprise they would empty the palace of every able-bodied sword arm within calling.  But, by that same token, it also made sense.  Likely, every experienced soldier of any mentionable rank or skill had been called to the battle in the Jisetrian valley, leaving some poor inexperienced rookie officer with a skeleton crew to baby-sit the castle.  Azinon’s forces are somewhere shy of a hundred and fifty thousand strong, but outside the walls there couldn’t have been more than five thousand redcrests defending the city.
 
   He could, however, think of at least one place where the guard force had likely been left wholly intact: the grand hall where Haldorum had portalled out their rescue force with the true Emperor.  It was the one place within the castle walls Haldorum had seen with his own eyes, and was large enough to gate in a small army.  Anywhere else—the corridors, the antechambers—and they would be too easily boxed in and eliminated.  So surely the grand hall was still well manned.
 
   Wasn’t it?
 
   “No guards here either,” Kamarine said coming to a stop outside the massive arched doors leading into the throne room.
 
   “Well,” Steve offered, “if we’re right, that’s not surprising.  The Resistance took the city by surprise.  If the soldiers left behind believed they were only in there to protect Azinon then there was no reason to stay when the fighting started outside.”
 
   “Hopefully,” Sonya reminded him.
 
   Steve canted his head in deference to her point and crossed his fingers.  “Hopefully.”  He then took a deep, steadying breath.  “Ready?”
 
   Lojur and Rabal drew swords, Kamarine, a throwing knife in each hand.  
 
   Steve dropped his head slightly in concentration and the crystal flared under the summons of magic.  The large double doors to the throne room opened under the weight of the young wizard’s mental push.  As one, the group rushed in, Kayliss leading the way, prepared to deal with any straggling guardsmen who may have chosen to remain behind.  
 
   The interior of the throne room was no less resplendent than had been the bedchambers.  On the far side, crossed halberds hung on the wall above the throne, the motif repeating itself with maces, swords, battleaxes, and more, every ten feet across the four walls of the chamber.  In every corner stood a mounted, and heavily decorated, suit of armor etched with such beautiful design and painstaking care that none would dare ever mar the surface by wearing them into battle.  The floor consisted of huge slabs of square-cut marble polished to a sheen you could see your reflection in; the ceiling an arched dome of brilliantly crafted stained glass.
 
   The surprise waiting for them inside, however, halted the group only a score of paces in.  Though not guardsmen, at the opposite end of the room, Azinon lounged casually atop the dais there, upon a throne of gold and cushioned with silk pillows, the entrance to the cathedral barred and chained in the wall behind him.  The slow smile spreading across his face was so reptilian none would have been surprised to see a forked tongue slither out between his lips.
 
   In their moment of alarm, Lojur, Rabal and Kamarine had formed a semi-circle of protection in front of Steve and Sonya, a snarling white tiger the only other being between themselves and the sorcerer.
 
   The fingers of Azinon’s right hand stroked the arm of the chair.  “And here I thought the only guests today were those being slaughtered by the Jalkora outside the city’s walls.”
 
   No one could think to speak in the wake of such a terrifying statement.  Their plans fully counted on the sorcerer committing the beasts to the fight in the Jisetrian valley, where the werewolves waited in hiding to flank.  They could not know of the true scene taking place outside of Rajasthan’s walls.
 
   “Foul slime, you lie!” the assassin shouted, his hands gripping the hilts of his blades like a vice.  “Your army fights the Jisetra.”
 
   “Do they?” the dark one replied, his narrowing eyes giving his smile an even more sinister appeal.  “Perhaps you are right.  And perhaps I am there even now leading the attack.”  Azinon folded his arms slowly across his chest.  “Then again, maybe you are wrong; and the entrails of your dismembered friends are even now being plucked out by the crows.”
 
   With a cry of rage, Kamarine hurled his right-hand knife.  The blade whistled through the space between but stopped halfway to its target in mid-air as though frozen, its razor tip pointing like the needle of a compass at its intended victim.  In the blink of an eye, the blade reversed itself and raced back for the assassin, but Sonya was quicker still, and the blade bounced harmlessly off her shield to clatter noisily to the floor.
 
   Steve had seen enough.  Pushing his way between Lojur and Rabal, he faced the sorcerer with Kayliss by his side and the rest of his friends at his back.  Without looking away he said, “I want all of you out of here.  Now.”
 
   “With all due respect, Commander,” Lojur replied, “I do not think he is going to let us walk out as easily as we walked in.”
 
   “He will, because he’s going to have his hands full,” Steve replied, staring the sorcerer down, who only met that gaze eagerly.  “I’m not coming with you.”
 
   Seemingly forgetting for the moment he was speaking to a superior officer, the assassin blurted, “Have you lost your mind, lad?  We are sure as hell not leaving you here to take him alone!”
 
   “And tell me, Kamarine, what exactly do you think you can contribute to this fight?” Steve replied impatient, his eyes riveted on the sorcerer.  
 
   Unable to answer the question, the assassin remained quiet, but like Lojur, Rabal and Sonya, he stubbornly refused to move.
 
   Turning his head slightly, Steve dropped his voice to a harsh whisper.  “Am I the only one with any sense?  Get her out of here!”
 
   Kamarine backed up a step, paused, then backed away again until he stood by Sonya’s side.  “Come along, Sonya,” he said, and Steve could practically hear the assassin’s gut wrenching at the thought of leaving the young wizard behind.  “We have other places to be.”  He placed his hand on the Third Power’s arm but she resisted.
 
   “I can’t just—“
 
   “Sonya, go!” Steve shouted desperate for her to leave.
 
   Though she still resisted, the assassin moved her toward the door.  Steve could hear that Lojur and Rabal had not moved, and he gestured with one hand for them to depart as well.  At that the two brothers backed away as well to cover the retreat.
 
   You too, Steve thought to the great cat.  Go.  And keep her safe.  Kayliss obeyed, but with a decided huff of disapproval, and stalked after the others.
 
   When they reached the corridor, Steve gestured with a hand and the massive arched doors boomed shut, barring and latching from the inside.
 
   “Steve!  Oh God, no!” Sonya cried out, giving voice to the regret and fear filling her heart.  Suddenly she was fighting like a wildcat, and it took all three Resistance soldiers to drag her away.
 
   “So how did you do it?” Steve asked.  “Get here, I mean.  There are still eleven hours until midnight.”
 
   Azinon stood casually and shrugged nonchalantly.  As he descended the three stone steps of the dais to the marble floor he simply said, “When you have killed as many people as I, you learn a great many things through their sacrifice.”
 
   “Ah,” Steve replied derisive.  “And here I thought you did it just for fun.”
 
   “Oh, no,” the sorcerer corrected, wagging an upraised finger.  “For the knowledge.  Always for the knowledge.  Under the right conditions, the taking of even a single life contains enough information to fill a dozen tomes.”
 
   “Then you must have quite a library,” Steve replied darkly.
 
   Azinon canted his head, taking the remark as a compliment.  “I do.  I have learned so many things.”  He folded his hands neatly behind his back then and paced slowly to his right.  “Though, admittedly, a great many things still elude me.  Take the human condition, for example.  Perhaps you can explain to me why you and the rest of that pathetic Resistance continue to fight?”
 
   “Gosh, that’s a tough one,” Steve said sarcastically.  “Gee, let me think about that for a minute.”  He pinched his chin between his thumb and forefinger, feigning deep thought.  “Well, if I had to guess—and it’s just a guess, mind you—I’d say it’s, oh, I don’t know…because you’re evil?”
 
   Azinon stopped his pacing and looked to the young man with surprise on his face.  More so to himself he said, “You do not know.”
 
   “I don’t know what?”
 
   The Dark One threw back his head and laughed, clapping his hands together once.  “Haldorum never told you?”
 
   “Told me what?” Steve asked, starting to feel anger overtake his fear of the sorcerer.
 
   It took the sorcerer another few moments to regain his composure.  Finally he said, “The prophecy already names me the victor in our little contest.”
 
   By the time they passed through the palace gates and into the central courtyard, Sonya had given up fighting them, her reason—however much she presently despised it—winning out over her gut instinct to remain by Steve’s side.  Past the empty stables they fled and then to the inner castle wall—the gates for which standing wide in the redcrests’ haste to assemble an army.
 
   Sonya felt ill.  She told herself there was logically no other choice.  If the Jalkora had taken the Resistance by surprise, there were likely none left alive she could help, but the rest of the people of this world were still going to need her.  The plague remained a very real threat to the rest of the world, and there were millions of people counting on her to survive.  And Azinon—she choked back a sob even as she thought it—was likely still going to be a threat.  Whether it made sense to leave or not, she wanted to go back with every fiber of her being.
 
   They cleared the gates of the castle walls and Kamarine seized the reigns of an abandoned horse hitched to a wagon.  “Everyone in,” he said, climbing up and settling himself on the wooden plank that served as the driver’s seat.
 
   Sonya seemed only half-conscious of the act of climbing into the back of the wagon, and even less so when the wagon lurched forward under the slap of the leather reins on horseflesh.
 
   With Kayliss clearing the way ahead of the wagon, Sonya, Lojur, and Rabal watched with grim faces as the castle grew more and more distant.
 
   “Even if you weren’t a lying, evil bastard,” Steve said, “I would still find that hard to believe.  Every other line in that prophecy was written in a prose that could be construed a hundred different ways.  I suppose next you’ll be telling me they were kind enough to pen the words: ‘Azinon wins.  The end.’  Sorry, but it’s not cryptic enough; goes against the prophecy writers’ handbook.”
 
   Still seemingly delighted by his earlier revelation, the sorcerer remained smiling.  “No, it does not mention me by name—at least, not in the manner you suggest.  But judge for yourself.”  The sorcerer then closed his eyes and touched his forefingers to his temples as he quoted from memory, “As enemies they shall meet, the light and the dark, and victory will fall upon the one for whom death holds no sway.  So it is written the hand of the Undying will lead the world into the next age.”
 
   Azinon opened his eyes and slowly lowered his hands.  “I am that man, young Steven Walker.  Every day that passes robs every living creature of its life force.  Death comes when the last of it is gone, marking the end of days.”  Azinon’s eyes then took on a maniacal gleam.  “But in the last ten years, unlike the rest of your kind, I have aged not a day.  I use the life force of every living man, woman and child to replenish my own.  Death shall never claim me because my life force shall never be depleted.  So you see, I am the Undying.”
 
   Steve blinked, uncertain how much—if any—of what he heard was true.  He could not deny it certainly sounded like a passage from the prophecy.  Still…
 
   “And how do I know you didn’t just make it up?”
 
   “Why should I bother?” Azinon countered, spreading his hands, palms up.  “I fully intend that you will not leave this room alive.  I will strike you down and gather up your friends even before they reach the city’s outer wall.  It is only you and I here.  What possible reason could I have to lie?”
 
   The young wizard could not answer the question.
 
   “Let me ask you,” he continued, “and let your own reason be your guide.  Has Haldorum ever allowed you to read the translations for yourself?  Or is all your knowledge of the prophecy only from what you have been told?”
 
   Steve’s hands tightened into fists as he searched for the hole in the sorcerer’s logic.  If it existed, however, he could not find it.  In fact, the argument was disturbingly sound.
 
   I don’t understand, he thought, why would Haldorum keep it from me—and what else hasn’t he told me?
 
   Seeing the play of thoughts on the boy’s face as easily as if he had read his mind, Azinon laughed aloud again.
 
   It doesn’t matter.  I may not have all the answers, Steve thought resolutely, but there has to be more here than any of us know.  There has to be!  I am not about to let some deranged prophet, a thousand years dead, tell the world their only future lies with a psychopathic, life force vampire!
 
   “No!”  Steve’s shout cut the sorcerer’s laughter off abruptly.  “I defy you!  I defy the prophecy!”  The young wizard took one menacing step toward the sorcerer.  “And why?  Because I’m the variable, Azinon.  The prophecy you put so much faith in mentions you, it mentions the Third Power, but it says nothing about me.  I am the unaccounted Fourth Power of Mithal.  And I say your destiny is about to be rewritten.”  He sheathed his sword and then opened his hands at his sides, palms down, as though gripping invisible spheres.  There, white electrical energy danced along his fingertips, arcing from one to another.
 
   Azinon’s brow slowly knit like gathering storm clouds above his eyes, and his upper lip pulled back from his teeth.  “Such arrogance!  I am the Second Power of Mithal!  I am the emperor of all humankind—and soon to be emperor over all the world!
 
   Azinon turned at the waist and reached out with a grabbing motion of his hand before then throwing that same hand out toward Steve.  One of the crossed halberds above the throne flew off the wall with that gesture and headed straight for the young Power.  Steve raised his hand—the crystal singing shrill in his ears—and the weapon slowed, then halted in mid-air just three paces from him.
 
   The young wizard felt the surge of power that pushed the halberd forward, the weapon again creeping toward him in the air an inch at a time.  The last five feet counted down to four…then three…then two…  Sweat broke out across Steve’s brow with the effort of fighting the sorcerer’s will.  With the razor sharp tip only a hand span from his chest, he renewed his push, growling through gritted teeth, and the halberd trembled in space, caught in a titanic struggle of opposing forces.
 
   Azinon sneered his contempt.  “You think your will a match for mine?” he asked, though the strain was evident in his voice.
 
   Steve side-stepped and simultaneously released his hold, allowing the halberd to soar past him then, in one motion, drew and hurled his rapier with the might of his will at the sorcerer.  Azinon’s eyes widened in surprise and he released the halberd, instead raising his hand defensively, stopping the sword in the air a scant ten inches from his face.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Steve finally answered, arm still extended, his will fully upon the blade.  “But let’s find out.”  
 
   The silver weapon rotated lengthwise like a slowly turning spit, then faster, and the dark sorcerer’s mouth creased into a thin line before the spinning steel.  After a moment, Steve pushed again with everything he had and the sword moved an inch closer.
 
   “What’s the matter, Azinon?” he almost grunted, a bead of sweat running down his temple.  “Finding it hard to concentrate?”
 
   The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed dangerously as his anger visibly seethed.  He slowly turned his hand holding the sword at bay and the blade followed suit in time to the motion.
 
   Again Steve changed, releasing the blade of the sword and pushing instead with the sorcerer’s will.  The sudden release must have surprised the Dark One for Steve felt no resistance as he spun the weapon around.  Azinon cried out as the twisted metal of the rapier’s hilt rotated around and gashed his cheek.  Spinning wildly out of control, the sword flew away and came to rest at the far side of the room.
 
   Azinon straightened and wiped at the blood running from the cut in his cheek with the back of his hand.  Surprisingly, he smiled.  “You fight my strength with guile,” he said.  “Very clever.”
 
   “Thanks,” Steve replied.  “Now, if you’re ready to give up, I know someone who can heal that cut for you.”
 
   Azinon chuckled, and then gestured with his opposite hand, as one shooing a fly, sending Steve flying backward across the room.  He did not have time to react before he struck the arched doors behind him and collapsed painfully to the floor.
 
   “But,” Azinon continued, “you talk when you should act.”
 
   Steve pushed himself up by his arms and then climbed to his feet, thankful whatever power coursed through him had absorbed the brunt of the impact.  “Noted,” he coughed.
 
   “How can this be?” Kamarine breathed.
 
   Even had they not heard the assassin’s outburst, the sound of the advancing crowd roused the three in the back of the wagon out of their sullen reverie.  Situating herself so she could see past Kamarine’s frame, Sonya’s eyes widened in disbelief.  The approaching army was so vast it could not be counted.  It extended out to the gates of the city wall and well beyond, filling the streets so thick with bodies it would have been impossible to move in the other direction.  Amazingly, gloriously, it was not the redcrest army as Azinon had boasted, but the Resistance itself.  With the taking of the city, the citizenry had poured into the streets, overwhelming the remaining soldiers loyal to the sorcerer and paving the way for the conquering Resistance army.
 
   Sonya stood and steadied herself with her hands on the back of the bench seat as Kamarine brought the wagon to a jerking halt.  At the head of the army, Haldorum approached on horseback, keeping his mount just ahead of the advancing tide of soldiers and citizens.  Spying the frantically waving assassin at the helm of a stolen wagon, however, he then kicked his horse into a full gallop.
 
   Suddenly, terror froze Sonya’s heart.  Azinon had lied—had lied to them all!  She turned and stared back horrified in the direction of the castle.
 
   “Oh, my God,” she breathed.  “We left him for nothing!”
 
   Her golden aura engulfed her like fire and Sonya soared into the air with startling speed, her path set straight for the palace.
 
   Haldorum reined in beside the wagon alarmed.  “What happened?  Where is she going?”
 
   Kamarine jumped to the back of the wizard’s horse.  “Just go!  I will explain on the way!”
 
   Cued by the gathering energy in the sorcerer’s right hand, Steve dived a split second before Azinon unleashed a sizzling bolt of red-hot electrical energy.  He rolled to his feet even as a portion of the wall beside him exploded outward, and then he fired back, the white lightning ripping across the room and adding to the scent of ozone in the air.  With a deft motion, the sorcerer waved it away and the suit of armor in the far corner of the room flew apart in an explosion of sparks and a clap of thunder.
 
   Azinon countered, opening his mouth and exhaling a green, gaseous cloud that whirled toward the young wizard like a horizontal tornado.  It struck Steve in the chest with a viperish hiss, eating away the armor as though it were paper.
 
   With no time to waste, Steve seized both the hardened leather and padded gambeson beneath at the neckline and tore them both in half with magic-imbued strength.  The garment and armor fell to the floor in pieces, leaving only his belted white tunic between his skin and the open air. 
 
   Quiet then fell across the room as the dark sorcerer smiled.  Folding his hands neatly behind his back, he paced a few steps to the left, and then back again to the right in no apparent hurry, his booted footfalls echoing in the chamber.  “There is something I do not understand,” he said at last.
 
   “If it’s why you can’t get a date, I’d say it’s that green crap in your mouth.”
 
   In response, Azinon struck him a blow with his will alone.  The force of the impact lifted Steve off his feet and spun him twice in the air before he landed face down on the marble floor.  From somewhere within, the young wizard’s magic surged, boiling his blood and charging his every cell, threatening to overwhelm and take control.  Through no small effort, Steve focused his thoughts, centered himself, and pushed back, forcing that other part of himself away.
 
   “That,” Azinon said pointing to him.  He marched briskly across the room unopposed and then seized the young man by the hair, pulling his head back to look into his face.  “That is what I do not understand.  On your world, boy, I saw a glimpse of your true soul.  By your every deed, you serve the Light, yet there is a heart of darkness beating in your proud, noble chest.  I have seen it, and I would have that paradox explained.”
 
   Steve was gritting his teeth against the sorcerer’s hold and he reached back to free himself but the man’s grip was like iron.  “Still looking for knowledge, Azinon?” he grunted.
 
   Azinon shook Steve’s head once violently.  “Whatever it is you are suppressing, it is obviously the stronger part of you, so why oppose it?  Even now, when it is the only thing that can possibly save your life, you resist!  Why?”
 
   Steve brought his knees up under himself and balled his free hand into a fist. 
 
   “Because,” he said.  Steve’s punch slammed into Azinon’s stomach and doubled the sorcerer over with an explosive exhale.  Rising to his feet, Steve pulled his fist back and struck again to the man’s face.  “It—is—not—me!” he screamed, punctuating every word with another blow.  Then, seizing the Dark One by the collar, he turned and hurled the man across the room.  Azinon sailed through the air, striking the high back of the throne and, despite its weight, knocking it over backward to tumble down the backside of the dais.
 
   Even beaten and bruised, bleeding from his nose and mouth, that last made the young wizard feel good, and he smiled through his split lower lip.  It was, however, short-lived.
 
   Azinon stepped up to the top of the dais, his boots bringing an angry hiss with every step, burning into the stone beneath his feet, his appearance like the living incarnation of a thunderstorm.  His rage was palpable, and a maelstrom of searing red and green energy swirled around him like wraiths summoned from the grave.
 
   “You!”  thundered Azinon.
 
   That single word struck Steve like an explosion, hurling him backward across the floor until he struck his head on the arched doors behind him.
 
   “Will!  Die!” Azinon finished, his every word resonating with power and shaking the very pillars of the chamber.  As the echo of his voice died away, the sorcerer looked on at the young wizard expectantly, though his opponent did not move.  Wiping away the blood running down his cheek with the back of his left hand, the sorcerer raised his right in the boy’s direction, his decision made.  “A pity you will not feel this.”
 
   Sonya plummeted down through the stained glass ceiling feet first, her shield shattering the structure and bringing the whole of the dome down around her like deadly shards of rain.  Though not in any immediate danger, she extended her other hand and cast her protection around Steve’s unmoving form as the plated glass shattered into tens of thousands of smaller pieces on the marble floor.
 
   “Ah, my dear,” Azinon cooed in delight.
 
   She touched down lightly amid the broken glass and fractured marble.  
 
   “So nice of you to return.”
 
   Sonya’s glowing shield expanded around herself to become a hemisphere.  With one hand guiding her own magical protection and the other extended toward Steve, she slowly backed away from the sorcerer, toward her friend’s unmoving form as she said, “Leave him alone.”
 
   Azinon advanced down the steps of the dais, his footsteps flaming in his wake.  “I am afraid that is impossible—but thank you for coming back.  It saves me the time of fetching you myself.”
 
   “Stay where you are!” Sonya warned him.  “I won’t tell you again.”
 
   Heedless, the sorcerer advanced still, opening his hands to either side.  “And if I do not?”
 
   Keeping herself between the Dark One and her friend, Sonya dropped her shield around Steve and extended her hand instead toward the sorcerer.  Immediately Azinon was engulfed in the aura of the Third Power’s magic, and he screamed.  Azinon’s hands clutched feebly at his chest where the skin burned as though still aflame, the flesh smoking beneath his black tunic.  The night the Resistance came for the Emperor, Steve had almost died, but he had also managed to catch the sorcerer unawares with a bolt of lightning that had hurled the Dark One a dozen paces away.  Now that wound flared anew, bubbling the flesh as it smoked and peeled.
 
   Azinon looked to the Third through bloodshot eyes and summoned his will.  Sonya gasped, her hands clawing at the air as she arched backward and rose from the ground, her body spasming under the sorcerer’s crushing will.  The shield around her faded to nothing, and she would have screamed in torment if but for the fact her lungs refused to draw in air.
 
   Azinon left her suspended in agony as he slowly regained his feet.  “It seems whatever prevents me from dominating your friend does not lend itself so well to you, my dear.”  Extending his hand, palm facing himself, he brought it toward his chest and Sonya’s floating form drifted toward him.  He kept her there a few moments more, clearly relishing her anguish as consciousness left her, and then released her to fall to the floor at his feet.  Azinon sneered down at her, battered and bloody as he was, with both lust and triumph on his face.
 
   “You,” he said, “are the greatest prize of all.  I will ravage you at my leisure; you will satisfy my every sadistic whim; and all the while you will ensure none I deem worthy ever falls to the plague.”  Looking down at her, he licked his lips.  “And in return, I shall prolong your life into eternity alongside mine,”—with the toe of his boot he rolled her over onto her back—“so you may serve me forev—”
 
   Azinon turned at the strange, scraping sound behind and to his left.  It was an odd little sound that carried like the din of laughter over water as it bumped and clicked through bits of broken stone and a carpet of broken pieces of shattered glass.  He turned to face the sound when he spied the source: the glittering silver rapier, scraping along the marble floor like an animated limb searching for its body, rolling first this way, and then that.  Then like a compass needle finding true north, the rapier spun about and leaped into the air hilt first.  Azinon ducked and turned as he followed the weapon’s path over his head and beyond.
 
   Standing silent, feet parted, head down, Steve snatched the rapier out of the air without so much as looking up.
 
   “Could it be?” Azinon whispered with a childlike smile on his face.
 
   Steve’s arm lowered to his side, the tip of the rapier dropping to clink lightly off a piece of glass on the floor.
 
   “Is that my boy in there?”
 
   Energy burst along the length of the weapon, sparking and crackling from the forte´ to the point, turning the blade white hot.  From where the blade touched the floor, flames erupted.
 
   The sorcerer smiled and he absently gestured to a sword on the wall.  It flew across the room and landed in his hand, red energy surging down its length.  “Oh, I think so,” he said with a nod.  “My, but they grow up so fast.”
 
   Steve raised his head then, revealing orbs like blackened storm clouds.
 
   Azinon nodded once at this.  “And put away their childish things.”
 
   Like the incarnations of Death and War, the two men charged.
 
   Haldorum staggered to a halt as thunder shook the halls of the palace, surprise written on every face around him—including his own.  
 
   The impact echoed through the corridors like Vulcan’s hammer, toppling statues, tumbling precious vases and other finery from their stands to shatter on the floor. 
 
   “God in Heaven!  What was that?” he declared.
 
   Kamarine grabbed the old wizard by the sleeve and pulled him into a run.  “You can bet it was not God in Heaven.  Come on!”
 
   Their blades crashed together in a violent flash of sound and light.  Each held the contact, the opposing powers of the two combatants swirling and mixing across the steel bridge between them, their faces pressing closer and closer in their struggle until they were but inches apart, their crossed weapons between them.
 
   Something changed then.  The contest of equals unbalanced and Steve’s blade inched closer to the sorcerer’s neck, the young wizard’s face a ghastly visage of rage and hatred.  Baring his teeth with the effort, Azinon put both hands to the hilt of his sword and still the white blade pressed on.  Turning to leverage, he slid the forte´ of his weapon to rest against the midpoint of Steve’s blade and pressed, the movement eliciting tiny shards of electricity along the length and dropping sparks to the floor.  And still it came.
 
   Azinon’s countenance turned frantic.  For the first time in his existence, the sorcerer revealed his fear as a pathetic mewling little sound escaped his lips.  Unharmed, Azinon would live on forever, but the young wizard’s searing white blade had death written in its length.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Steve growled across the space between them.  “This is what you wanted!  This is my rage!  This is my hatred!”
 
   Azinon inhaled and opened his mouth, the poisonous fog gathering at the back of his throat, but the sudden crack of Steve’s forehead across the bridge of his nose sent him reeling backward instead.  Sparks flew as their blades came apart and Azinon struggled for his balance on the bits of glass and shattered stone, his eyes watering and the crest of his nose running blood where the skin had torn.  
 
   The vision in his left eye cleared enough to see Steve’s blade descending for his skull.  Desperately he threw up his own weapon and the young wizard’s blade hammered down once, then again, repeating the pattern, seemingly taking out his rage in that furious assault as the sorcerer retreated.  Azinon then tripped just as Steve’s blade crashed down for the tenth time in half as many seconds, the force of it driving the sorcerer to his knees.
 
   “Golems!” he screamed.
 
   Steve turned at the screeching sound of metal shifting.  A cold unlife filled the three remaining suits of armor in the room and an icy fog seeped out of their visors and joints.   Though possessing no hands of flesh, the metal gauntlets held massive two-handed swords all the same.  Glowing red orbs alighted inside their helms and, suddenly, the three were on the move.
 
   Steve started to turn from the cowering sorcerer but spun back again with an inside-to-outside sweep of his sword that carried Azinon’s cowardly attack up and out.  At the same time, the sorcerer screamed in agony anew as Steve’s booted heel crashed into the bridge of his nose, accompanied by a satisfying crack of bone.  Azinon’s sword flew from his grasp as he fell to his back and covered his nose with his hands.  With a cry of despair, the sorcerer waited for his death blow at the hands of this maddened wizard whose dark side he had himself conjured forth.
 
   Azinon waited across seconds to die, but Steve turned his back yet again.  Incredibly, the young wizard left him there.  Instead of killing the sorcerer, Steve bent at the knees and then leaped an impossible distance, landing between the unconscious Third Power of Mithal and the golem stomping its way on a direct path through her to get to him.
 
   Believing in neither Fate nor Fortune, Azinon nevertheless whispered a quiet thanks to them both as he climbed to his feet and puzzled over this unforeseen circumstance that spared his life.  
 
   The last time Steve was overcome by whatever entity now possessed him, he had cared for nothing and no one, save his revenge—even seeking the destruction of Haldorum to satiate his rage.
 
   Steve ducked the golem’s awkward swing easily, rising up in the wake of the attack and plunging the point of his blade through the open visor, between the burning red coals there.  An unearthly howl pierced the air and the armor flew apart in a burst of frigid mist and dark shadow.
 
   Azinon snarled viciously across teeth painted red with his own blood as understanding dawned across his face.
 
   This other part of Steven did not emerge to save his own life.  Indeed, the sorcerer had nearly killed him—would have killed him—were it not for the Third’s timely intervention.  But the moment she was in danger…   There was only one thing that could so blind a person in such fashion.  
 
   Spraying blood with the words, Azinon said in disgust, “You love her.”
 
   Steve turned to face him again.  Sonya stirred to consciousness even as Steve stepped over her body and continued after the sorcerer.  
 
   Both remaining golems advanced on the wizard, and both fell in two attacks that left them in a burst of mist and shadow.
 
   Azinon did not run as Steve came on.  The young wizard’s countenance gave no indication of surprise at that fact—or perhaps it was that he didn’t care.  His face showed no more expression than the cold calculation of a scientist seeking to find out simply if sorcerers died the same way golems did when you put a blade between their eyes.  
 
   Steve closed the distance and still the sorcerer remained fixed to the spot.  Azinon raised his hand then, half-heartedly, and sent a bolt of energy sizzling at his opponent, though his expression clearly showed it was more out of curiosity than expectation of effect.  Steve, however, merely raised his weapon and the energy dissipated along his blade, his stride never wavering.
 
   Azinon shrugged indifferent.
 
   The young wizard advanced within two paces and drew his arm back, the sword point aimed directly between the sorcerer’s eyes.
 
   Azinon raised a hand, palm out.  “Strike now and she dies.”
 
   Steve halted, his sword blade glowing with deadly magic, the crystal blazing around his neck like a star.  From this distance, the sorcerer knew, it would only take an extension of the young Power’s arm.  So little a motion, a fraction of a second, and his life would be forfeit.
 
   Slowly he paced around his young adversary and the young wizard turned with him, slowly rotating in place, blade poised to strike like a hooded cobra.  The sorcerer paced a steady half circle until bringing the Third Power into view over his shoulder.  There she stood, clearly frightened as Azinon held her in his thrall, tears falling down her cheeks, her dagger held in her own hand with the point poised a millimeter before her right eye.
 
   “I have only to envision the act and she will kill herself before your very eyes,” Azinon warned, even as he watched for that slightest glimmer of movement that would foretell his doom a nanosecond before death actually claimed him—and, thereby, Sonya as well.
 
   “I know what you are thinking, Steven,” Azinon said, watching, waiting, but Steve did not move.
 
   Behind the sorcerer, behind Sonya, a crowd of voices could be heard gathering on the other side of the double doors to the throne room.  Someone shouted, “Get back!”, and then blue light was shining through the crack under the left door.
 
   “You are thinking you might be able to strike me down in time to save her.”  The white-hot radiance from Steve’s weapon illumined the bloodied face of the sorcerer in a ghostly light.  Azinon watched as a tendril of electrical energy sparked and danced around the blade of the rapier, traveling down to the tip and back again like a living thing.  “But you should ask yourself, are you faster than thought?”
 
   “Steve, just kill him!” Sonya screamed through her tears.  “It doesn’t matter about me, just kill him!”
 
   Blue fire ignited a section of the arched door roughly five feet in diameter.  Haldorum was surely on the other side, the sorcerer knew, burning his way through, but even he would not be able to save the Third once inside.  He would not wait that long.
 
   Azinon glanced briefly at the door, where his enemies were soon to break through.   “Time is running out, Steven.  Choose.”
 
   Steve’s breath came in quick succession through clenched teeth bared in rage and his sword trembled before its target.  Sweat trickled down his temple and brow, touching the corners of eyes gone black.  Azinon could see that fury raged within the young man like a pent up storm.  This wizard wanted with every fiber of his being to strike him down and finish it all.  The sorcerer could sense it did not matter to Steve that his death would let this world start over again; it did not matter that over time millions of lives would likely be saved; it only mattered that his rage be quenched in the blood of his enemy.  
 
   All of this would come to pass if he could just find it within himself to let her die.
 
   Steve lowered his sword and let it fall from fingers gone limp.  The white light along the blade extinguished the moment it fell from his grasp and cold steel clanged on the marble floor at his feet.
 
   Azinon sneered at his victory.  His own sword flew from across the room and landed in his outstretched hand.
 
   The flaming section of the door disintegrated then and Haldorum stepped through.  Kamarine was a moment behind, leading an entire host of Resistance soldiers through the burned out entrance just in time to see…
 
   Azinon plunged his sword through the young wizard’s heart in a vicious thrust that did not stop until a half meter of the blade stuck out from his back.  
 
   For Steve, everything slowed down.  Haldorum stopped short in horror and Sonya fell to the floor at half speed, free of the sorcerer’s will at last, reaching out to him and screaming his name.  It was odd, really.  The pain was only momentary, brief, like striking a match in a strong wind.  What he did not understand was why the room was growing dark; after all, the sun should still be high overhead, shining down through the shattered remains of the glass roof.  Perhaps it was just…
 
   Azinon withdrew his blade and Steve faltered where he stood for just a few moments, the blood pouring out and staining the front and back of his tunic dark crimson.  Then, in silence, he fell.
 
   “Nooo!” Sonya screamed.  She clambered to her feet and ran, ignoring Haldorum’s calls behind her.  She had barely gone two steps when Azinon hurled her backward with the force of his will.  Haldorum was there, however, and he caught her in his arms even as she struggled to try again.  
 
   “Sonya!  Sonya, listen to me!” he said, trying to restrain her.  He grabbed her jaw and forced her to look him in the eyes.  “Listen to me!”  She paused in her thrashing for a moment when she looked at him, her eyes wide and maniacal.  “He is already dead, Sonya.  He is gone.”  She looked at him as though the very words defied logic, defied belief, but then her face split with grief and she closed her eyes, collapsing into the old wizard as the sobs wracked her body.
 
   In contrast to Sonya’s grief, Azinon rejoiced.  It began as a low chuckle, gradually building in cadence until he threw back his head and laughed full and loud.  Tossing away his sword, he clapped once in his revelry and blood splashed off his fingers with the action.  “It is over,” he said looking down at Steve’s lifeless body, looking nearly as though he couldn’t believe it himself.  “I have won.”
 
   Turning over the sobbing young woman to Kamarine, Haldorum turned back, his eyes narrowing at the Dark One.  “Your troubles have only just begun.”
 
   As one, the soldiers of the Resistance advanced toward the sorcerer, then drew back as flames roared up in a line dividing the chamber in two.
 
   “Well, come on then!” Azinon said, turning up his hands as though wondering why they hesitated.  The fire died to a level no higher than a man’s knee but roared to head height when any tried to approach.  Azinon stepped quickly to the center of his half of the room, stopping a short ten paces from the flames and put up his fists, as though prepared to box with every last one of them.  Then he burst out laughing again at his own joke.
 
   “Your petty threats are less than nothing to me, old man,” he said at last.  All humor left his countenance then like water from a sieve and he said, “Enjoy what precious little time you have left in the castle, for tonight, at midnight, my army will return and overrun this place!”
 
   A look of shock then swept across everyone in the room.  Haldorum alone was able to find voice enough to say, “Oh my God.  How is it possible?”
 
   “Yes,” Azinon hissed through his smile.  He slowly pointed at them all across the fire.  “That’s right, you’re all going to die!  Pray it happens in the siege, less the next time you see me be through a shangee’s eyes!”  He laughed uproariously then in the face of their stupefied expressions.
 
   “Azinon!”
 
   The sorcerer whirled at the sound of his name and screamed as a meter of steel plunged through his chest and erupted out his back.  Steve cupped his other hand around the back of the Dark One’s neck and shoved the sword until the hilt rested against his breastbone.  Azinon looked up incredulous from the blade in his body and then into the eyes of the Fourth Power of Mithal.  Steve returned that gaze with eyes that burned like twin stars in their sockets, their brilliance and color an exact match to the crystal’s own light.
 
   Even as death closed on him, Azinon’s face betrayed his inability to understand.  The man he faced, after all, was dead; killed by his own hand.  Azinon shook his head, trying to form the word ‘no’ but only managed to spit blood.
 
   Steve twisted the sword as he withdrew it and the sorcerer grimaced horribly.  Before the body could fall to the floor, Steve spun, the blade tracing a horizontal arc through the air.  Azinon’s head flew from his shoulders and then hit the floor a dozen feet away with a wet, sickening thud.  From there it rolled into the all-consuming flames of the fire.
 
   EPILOGUE
 
   It did not take long.
 
   By the third night, water and rations were running low and, with the extended disappearance of their great sorcerer, rumors began spreading among the vast redcrest army like brush fire.  Fights broke out amongst those who doubted their emperor still lived and those who remained fanatically loyal.  Morale plummeted as the hours stretched, and desertion became rampant until, by the third evening, a full third of the infantry had seemingly vanished into the night.
 
   Before dawn of the fourth day, the raids began.  Jisetrian warriors descended from the sky and rained down their deadly bolts from out of the darkness above, the light of the redcrests own campfires assisting in their aim.  Hundreds died, thousands were wounded.  Chaos erupted among the already stricken forces of the Dark One, and it was all the officers could do to keep the bulk of the army from deserting under the assault.  The next morning nearly half of the army was missing, a quarter of the dark mages, gone for parts unknown.
 
   On the fifth night, however, discipline was found in its shortest supply.  On that night, the howls of the wolves echoed through the valley.
 
   “I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” Steve said, peering at it.  “It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   Sonya moved from behind Haldorum and around General Duva.   Turning her shoulder, she squeezed between King Gorium and his daughter, Princess Vessla, and moved past Scott and Kurella, debris of broken glass and ceramic crunching underfoot, to stand beside her friend.
 
   She moved alongside him and placed her right hand on his left shoulder, her free hand finding his.  “This mirror might not tell you anything.  Haldorum finding you might have just been one big coincidence and nothing more.”
 
   Steve smiled without looking at her and squeezed her hand.  He wished he could believe that.  “That would be one helluva coincidence,” he said.
 
   King Gorium, looking impatient, was about to comment but one look from his daughter silenced him.
 
   Steve took a deep breath and exhaled.  “Okay, then.”  He moved away from Sonya, reached for the blanket he had used to cover the mirror nearly a week ago, and then pulled it down.  However, instead of the flaming vision of himself he had expected, his own normal reflection stared back at him.  The young wizard stepped back from the mirror confused.  “I don’t understand.  The last time we were here it—“
 
   Deep, booming laughter echoed in the room from everywhere.  Then all around them, the light faded, pitching the room into darkness deeper than a moonless night.  Scott and Kurella looked about in alarm, their footsteps stirring the debris underfoot, for even their keen vision was useless in total blackness.  They were not long in the dark, however; and when again the lights flared, it was instead the yellow dancing flames of great wall sconces imbedded in the natural stone of the cave walls about them that allowed them to see.
 
   General Duva looked about at the incredible wealth arrayed before him.  “Am I delusional or are you all seeing this as well?”  
 
   The cavern was filled with hills of riches, gold and silver coins, gems, figurines, statues, goblets, ancient weapons, and so much more, glittering as far as the eye could see.  
 
   At his feet, Duva saw his boots no longer crunched upon shattered debris, but rather clinked upon the gold coins he stood upon.  “What is this place?” he asked.  “There is more gold here than in all the known kingdoms combined.”
 
   “Father,” Vessla said leaning closer to him, “where are we?”
 
   “I do not know, my dear,” he answered, offering her a reassuring squeeze with one arm.
 
   Steve turned around, facing opposite the rest, and indicated behind them all with a nod.  “But I know.”
 
   Everyone turned about and nearly all, Haldorum included, fell back and hastily drew weapons at the sight of the massive golden dragon—all, that is, save Steve.
 
   “It’s all right, everyone,” he said, moving forward and easing their weapons down with a hand on each individual wrist.  Seeing Steve’s ease in the presence of the monster, they lowered their guards.  “This,” Steve said indicating the gigantic creature, “is the Oracle of the Blue Mountain.”
 
   The dragon did not respond, only regarded them sagely with its great golden eyes.
 
   King Gorium pointed up at the tremendous dragon’s head with his mace.  “This is the Oracle?”
 
   “In the flesh—though not what people see when they come here.  As I understand it, he rarely makes personal appearances.  If the seekers who come to the mountain are found worthy, they get their answers…just not the audience.”
 
   “Well spoken, halfling child,” the dragon said, its voice like a rumble of the mountain itself.  “And congratulations on your victory, foretold though it was.”
 
   Steve stepped forward, craning his neck to look up into the face of the dragon towering over him.  “Don’t think it isn’t nice to see you again, but why exactly are we here?  I was trying to get Azinon’s mirror to—“
 
   “It would have told you nothing,” the Oracle stated flatly.  “It is only a mirror, nothing more.”
 
   “But you told me it would answer all my questions.”
 
   “I told you to find the sorcerer’s mirror in order to find the answers you seek.  I said nothing of where those answers would come.  You needed to know the truth was waiting for you, but I needed to ensure you did not lose focus.  Your belief Azinon possessed a talisman made sure you did not.”
 
   “And the burning reflection it showed me?  That was your doing, wasn’t it?”
 
   The ancient dragon huffed a plume of smoke into the air in what appeared to be a laugh.  “Yes, it was I, but illusion it was not.  The fire is your own, hidden on the spiritual plane from your mortal eyes.  I merely showed you what I see.”
 
   Steve held up both hands with palms out, shaking his head in confusion.  “Wait, wait, back up.  I don’t understand.  Why show me that at all?”
 
   The dragon sighed but said nothing.
 
   Steve looked to Haldorum, who shrugged in response, and then back to the dragon.  He knew the question he wanted to ask.  It had been burning inside him ever since he first stepped onto this world, burning brighter as his own doubt grew about what he thought to be the truth.  At first they named him the Third, only to discover he was not; they believed his power came from the crystal, only to discover it did not; but then surely the prophecy must mention a person like him somewhere in the ancient passages, only to discover it did not.
 
   “Oracle, I do have one question,” Steve said finally.  There was really only one thing he truly wanted to know.  “Who am I?”
 
   The Oracle nodded once.  “Very well.”
 
   Light exploded from the crystal around Steve’s neck, radiating outward in a hundred bands of shooting rays.  Steve was as startled as any, not only for the suddenness of it, but for the sheer nature of the crystal itself, as though the magic inside had gone wild.  Haldorum and the others shrank away from the young wizard for, although he could not himself see it, the wild magic shined through his body as though he were not even there, blinding them all.
 
   And then each of the bands of light merged into a single shaft, shining forward from the crystal to gather at a point in the air between Steve and the dragon.  But it was more than light.  Something moved within it, gathering at the very core of the growing radiance between them, changing, becoming larger, morphing every second into something more human in shape but glowing with an aura that obscured any detail.  As suddenly as it began, like the trailing tail of a comet, the last of the light left the crystal and emptied into the being standing before the young wizard, full and complete in its humanoid shape.  To Steve it looked very much as his reflection in Azinon’s mirror had appeared, though this being glowed with an intense aura that differed from the flames he had seen upon himself.
 
   The glowing entity turned slightly to regard the dragon behind it and nodded its head once, a gesture the dragon returned.  “It has been long,” the entity said in a voice that sounded as though not one, but three men spoke at once.  “Long since I last looked upon the world from this side of the crystal’s walls.”
 
   “Who are you?” Steve demanded without preamble.  Without waiting for a reply, he looked to the Oracle and said, “I don’t understand.  How does this answer my question?  What—“  Steve stopped, unable to continue as his eyes fell to the being standing before him.  This luminous creature was smiling at him, Steve could tell, though he could not see its face.  But what unnerved him most about it was the fact he could feel the warmth of that smile and everything it communicated.  There was joy in that smile, and pride at what the young wizard had accomplished but, above all else, there was love.
 
   “Who are you?” Steve asked again.
 
   The entity spread its arms wide and made is if to approach, to welcome the young man into an embrace, but then stopped as though thinking better of it.  Instead, he lowered his arms again and replied with the voice of three, “I am what the human race has termed—“
 
   “A daemon,” Haldorum said coming alongside Steve.
 
   Steve looked alarmed at such a statement.  “Haldorum, don’t ask me how I know it, but I can tell you without a doubt that, whatever this is, it is not evil.”
 
   The older wizard glanced down with a good-humored chuckle and then said, “Not demon, my young friend, daemon.  Though they sound nearly the same the definition is quite different.”
 
   “Quite,” the being agreed with a nod, mirroring the old wizard’s humor.  “Unlike our angelic counterparts who serve on the spiritual plane, daemons serve here upon the material plane.”
 
   As Haldorum had appeared to Steve’s left, so now did Sonya appear to his right.  “You serve God?” she asked incredulous.
 
   The entity nodded.  “I do.”
 
   She pointed upward with an index finger.  “As in God God?”
 
   The daemon’s shoulders bobbed in a chuckle in reply.
 
   Steve’s mind raced with one thought after another in the face of this shocking revelation.  “I don’t understand,” he said.  “What was something like you doing in something like this?”  He held up the crystal hanging around his neck, now appearing as lifeless and empty as any natural piece of quartz.
 
   Though none of them could see it physically through the radiance, the entity’s face became serious again, and an awkward silence fell as he considered his next words.  “The explanation for that,” he said at last, “is a long story indeed.”
 
   Steve let the crystal fall from his fingertips.  “I’ve got as long as it takes.”
 
   The entity nodded slowly.  
 
   “It started before you were born,” he began.  “Twenty years ago the empire was at the height of a glorious reign, and the Emperor was the proud father of a sixteen year-old girl, one who showed great promise as the heir to the throne.  Aside from the blessing of great beauty, she possessed a fair and just mind, and was not afraid to tackle hardship in whatever form she found it.”  The entity paused then, smiling inwardly, then said, “The Emperor had much to be proud of.”
 
   “Back then the kings of the different races of Mithal gave deference to the Emperor, for each owed the very existence of their peoples and kingdoms to one of his grandsires four thousand six hundred and thirty-two years past, to the first Emperor of Mithal.  With the leadership and magic of this great man, and the help of daemonkind, the various races fled here, for their old home was no longer a place they could survive.”
 
   “Earth?” Steve blurted out suddenly and the glowing figure nodded in the affirmative.
 
   “Haldorum spoke to you of the time long past, when the parallel worlds, Earth and Mithal, deviated from their parallel paths.  One continued on following the ways of science, the other the ways of magic.  On Earth, Steven, inherently magical beings exist now only in fairy tales because, without magic, they could not continue to live.  So in an effort to save the dying races, the first Emperor and daemonkind rent open the barrier between the worlds and brought them here to Mithal, where the Emperor welcomed them with open arms.  In an act of supreme generosity, he gave entire kingdoms to the newly arrived peoples and bid them live in peace among humankind.”
 
   “Incredible,” Steve whispered.  “All of Earth’s legends...”
 
   “Were born of these races.”  The being then canted his head in apology.  “I know this does not answer your question about the crystal, but it seemed like something you should know.”
 
   Steve nodded.  “Please, continue.”
 
   The daemon nodded.  “As you wish.  As I said, the Imperial Princess, the one you have been searching for, showed great promise as a future Empress, but it also became known amongst my kind her life was in great peril.  Though I did not know why, I was charged with looking after the life of this mortal.  And so I did, always keeping a close eye and watching for any who might do her harm.  It was not until a year later I would realize the scope of her peril.”
 
   “When dark beings seek a soul, they first try to corrupt it, turn it toward evil subtly, as the choice to follow evil must be made freely in order to damn a soul to Hell.  But such was not the fate evil had in mind for her.  Late one night a true demon appeared in her bedchambers—appearing here, upon the material plane itself,” the entity said incredulous, gesturing with his hands as if to encompass the whole world.   “Not caring why such a foul thing would take physical form in the presence of a mortal, I stepped out from the spiritual plane and attacked.  I was victorious, but not before the Princess awoke and saw me in my true form, as I appear to you now.  With the demon’s body already melting into shadow, I fled back to the spiritual plane, hoping she would dismiss me as a bad dream.”
 
   “But she didn’t,” Sonya stated more than asked.
 
   The daemon shook his head slowly.  “No, she did not.  In fact, quite the contrary; in the weeks to follow she feared for her sanity.  Full of self doubt, afraid to talk to anyone, and afraid she was going mad, I was forced to reveal myself again to try and put things right.  As it turned out, it was much easier than I had expected.  Rather than shrink away from me in fear she was actually relieved.”
 
   “After explaining as much as I could of what had happened, and why, she asked me to sit with her.  We talked the rest of the night and well into the following morning.  I visited her often after that—though always in secret—and I came to know her well.  Our conversations covered things both great and small, and I found her to be exceptionally insightful and wise beyond her years.  She was truly unlike any being I had ever known before, and soon we two found ourselves deeply in love.  For a while, it seemed none in all the world could rival our happiness.”
 
   “Over the course of the next year, however, events would unfold that plunged our perfect sanctuary into chaos.   A year later, almost to the day of our first meeting, Azinon’s forces attacked.  Greatly outnumbered, and possessing no wizard of their own to counter Azinon’s sorcery, the Emperor’s forces were quickly overrun, and the castle taken.  Willing to stand and fight to the last, but unwilling to sacrifice his own daughter’s life, the Emperor assigned three men to spirit her away via a secret passage out of the palace.  It was a desperate plan and he knew it, for there was nowhere in all of Mithal the Dark One would not eventually find her.”
 
   The daemon spread his hands helplessly.  “I loved her, and I could not allow her to come to harm.  So even though my kind are forbidden to take it upon ourselves to interfere in the affairs of men…I interfered all the same.”  He lowered his gaze.  “But, you see, I truly had no choice.  The Princess was with child.”
 
   In a word: shock; the revelation leaving them all stunned silent, though each of them had one question etched plainly on their faces.
 
   The daemon confirmed what they already suspected.  “Yes,” he said, “pregnant with our child.  Though not in the same manner as a mortal man and woman would conceive, our—“ he paused, searching for the right word—“soul sharing, you might call it, left her with a new life I sensed growing inside her like a tiny candle flame.  Since I could not allow Azinon to lay hands upon either her or the child, I intercepted the Princess and her escort in the catacombs below the castle and stole her away.”
 
   “That’s it!” Haldorum exclaimed.  Everyone jumped at the old wizard’s sudden exclamation, Princess Vessla looking the most vexed at being startled so.  At everyone’s puzzled stares, he said, “Think!”  Turning back to the daemon, he stated without question, “The Imperial Princess was not pregnant with just any child, she was pregnant with your son.”
 
   “She was,” the radiant being acknowledged.
 
   “You see?” Haldorum asked turning back to the others in his excitement.  Quoting the prophecy he quickly recited, “The Third Power will marry unto a royal house of Mithal, but only unto one possessed of magic.”  Whirling around yet again to face the supernatural being at his back he asked, “The Imperial Princess, I take it she survived to give birth?”
 
   Again, the daemon nodded.  “She did.”
 
   “And your son yet lives?”
 
   “He does.”
 
   Haldorum clapped his hands once and laughed.  “Then that’s it!  We find that boy and we fulfill the prophecy.  Daemon, you said the Princess was pregnant at the time of the assault on Rajasthan.  So that would make her son now…what?  Seventeen?”
 
   “Eighteen,” Steve said, amazement and realization hitting him both at once.
 
   The room fell silent as he released Sonya’s hand and stepped away from both her and the old wizard, closing the distance between himself and the glowing entity before him.  The Oracle named him halfling child.  Suddenly he understood.  
 
   “Your son would be eighteen,” he said again.
 
   The daemon’s silence was telling.
 
   Haldorum watched the young man walk away and the excited smile on his face faded away like vapor as the last mysteries of the prophecy revealed themselves all at once to every person in the room.  “Dear God,” he breathed.
 
   A few feet away, Steve stopped and looked upon the daemonic being as though seeing him for the first time.  Standing there, he could see their height was the same, as was the width of their shoulders, and, though Steve himself had not yet reached his full heft, it was easy to see they would soon both be equal in weight.
 
   “There was nowhere on Mithal you could take her,” Steve said, “where she wouldn’t forever be looking over her shoulder, waiting for the day when she and her son would be found.”  The daemon still did not reply.  “But, for a being such as you, Mithal was not the only option.  So instead you took her to Earth.”
 
   This time the daemon nodded.  “Where she gave birth to our son.”  The being ducked his head slightly and looked Steve in the eyes.  “Where she gave birth to you.”
 
   At first Steve quietly met the daemon’s gaze unmoving, not sure what to say—not sure if he wanted to say anything at all.  Then, as if feeling the words out, testing them, he said, “You’re my real father.”  He looked down at his hands and white flames sprang up from his palms.  “And this?”
 
   “A consequence of your heritage,” the daemon replied.  “Though our individual powers differ from one to the next, beings of daemonic origin have certain inherent abilities common to us all.  One is the gift of tongues, to speak and understand any language; the other is—“
 
   “Immortality,” Steve finished for him, remembering the plunge of Azinon’s sword through his heart, and the last passage of the prophecy: only he for whom death holds no sway.  The flames extinguished as he closed his hands, and he then touched absently at the place where Azinon’s blade had pierced him.  “Are you telling me I can never die?”
 
   “No,” his father—his daemonic father—replied with a shake of his head.  “This mortal shell will live and grow old, and at the end it will die as any other.  But it is true between that time and now your life can never be wrested from you.”
 
   Somewhere behind him, Scott was shaking his head in amazement.  “My friend,” he said, “is the Emperor of Mithal.”  It seemed too incredible to believe.  “The Emperor,” he said again, as if repeating the words would make them any less astounding.
 
   King Gorium, however, had heard enough.  Stepping forward he pointed his mace accusingly at Haldorum saying, “Do not think for one moment this changes anything.  He is betrothed to my daughter, and he will marry her and no other!”
 
   “Do not be a fool!” Haldorum shot back.  “The prophecy is clearer on this matter than any other.  ‘The Third will marry unto a royal house of Mithal, but only unto one possessed of magic’.  You cannot just selectively fulfill the passages of the prophecy that suit you.”
 
   “The boy entered that pact,” General Duva said, “because you were too obstinate to join the very cause that would save your neck.  Now you have the audacity to say you know better than prophecy?”
 
   King Gorium stubbornly folded his wings tightly against his back.  “Spare me your meaningless—“
 
   “Enough!” Steve shouted.  The force behind that word was unnaturally loud, amplified unconsciously by his anger and the magic in his blood.  He closed his eyes and forced himself to rein in the reactive force of his power before opening his eyes again saying and saying to them all, “How can you still argue like this?  How can you in the face of all we have overcome?  All we have accomplished?”  He stared at each of them in turn, daring them to answer.  Though King Gorium wanted to say more, even he sheepishly resigned himself to silence.
 
   Steve walked over to where Princess Vessla stood and took both her hands in his own.  “Vessla, I know you care for me.  And I care for you too.  But is just caring enough?  Is that what you want to base your marriage on?  You have grown up your whole life being told you will marry the Third Power of Mithal because the prophecy said so.  And then, when we found out I wasn’t the Third, your father still wanted you to marry me just because of the magic I wield, so his grandchildren would have it, and for nothing more.  Don’t you think you deserve more than that?”
 
   She looked at her father, who guiltily kept his eyes to the floor, before looking back again.
 
   “I want you to know,” Steve continued, “you have a choice now.  For the first time in your life, you truly have a choice.  Vessla, you have only to say the word and I will keep my promise to marry you, if that is what you really want.  But instead of listening to what everyone else wants you to do, ask yourself what it is that you want to do.”  He was quiet for a moment before adding, “Duncan once told me you used to play husband and wife with your dolls as a little girl.”  At that Princess Vessla glanced away with an embarrassed little smile.  “You fantasized about a strong and noble Jisetra, who would soar across the skies with you, lead your armies on great quests, love you and only you above all others.”
 
   Softly, he continued, “You and I will never soar across the sky together, Vessla.”  Steve chuckled bitterly, “And the only way I’ll ever lead your armies on a great quest is if they strap me in a harness and tote me along like luggage.”  His eyes grew serious then and the bitter smile faded like waning sunlight.  “Ask yourself, Princess.  Am I who you really want?  Am I what you envisioned so long ago?”
 
   Princess Vessla looked first to her father, who raised his brows and canted his head toward Steve, and then she looked one at a time to the gathered people around them, their expressions expectant.  Her eyes came to rest lastly on Sonya, who alone looked the most apprehensive.  Finally, she looked again to the young man before her and she nodded.
 
   “I do love you, Steve.”
 
   Sonya’s gaze dropped in evident dismay.
 
   Princess Vessla then squeezed Steve’s hands affectionately and shook her head.  “But I am not in love with you.”  
 
   “What?” Sonya said lifting her eyes once more.
 
   Holding his hands only a moment more, Vessla reached up and kissed Steve’s cheek before turning to her wide-eyed, stammering father to take him by the arm.  “Come along, Father,” she said.  “As your heir, it is time you and I had a long talk about the future, and the decisions we have yet to make.”  To the Oracle she asked, “Would you, please?”
 
   The dragon nodded slowly once.  “It would be my pleasure, great lady.”  In a flash they were both gone, and Steve knew they were both standing back in the Jisetrian capitol.
 
   Scott was smiling, though just as wide-eyed with disbelief as King Gorium had been.  To Steve he said, “I don’t believe it.  You have no idea how much respect she just earned from me.”
 
   “Actually,” Steve said smiling knowingly in return, “I think I do.”
 
   His smile, however, faded as he turned back to the daemon.  There was much yet to answer for.  “There is still something I don’t understand,” he said, mild anger adding an edge to his voice.  “You took her to Earth and then you abandoned us both.  Why?”
 
   The accusation visibly pained the daemon.  “I did not abandon you, my son.  I am a being of the Primal Order, a warrior of God upon the Material Planes.  Just as you can sense the presence of another Power on this world, so would my unceasing presence have acted as a beacon to every demonic entity on Earth.”  The daemon bowed his head and Steve knew it was at the memory of a decision, though made long ago, that still ached with the remembrance.  “I gave her everything she would need to begin a new life…without me…before we said our last goodbye.”
 
   Steve’s bitterness at the daemon’s decision to leave them lessened with the knowledge of the extreme sacrifice, and his expression softened.  Though he could not see it in the being’s face, he could sense the pain caused by that fateful day.  Eighteen years past and still time had done little to diminish it.
 
   “I don’t mean to reopen old wounds,” he said gently, “and I believe you when you say you only left to protect us, but how then did you end up in the crystal?”
 
   The daemon raised his head.  “It was the only way I could keep watch over you, Steven.  I knew one day your daemon half would emerge, and come that day you would need me to help you understand what you are—and to control it, for inside you is a darkness deep down that is just as capable of wielding your power.”  Steve’s ire rose swiftly at the remark, and he made as if to protest but the daemon said, “It first seized you when Amy betrayed you, and then again when Azinon threatened Sonya.  Had Haldorum not been able to intercede both times it might still hold you even now.”
 
   Steve’s protest died on his lips.  Truth be told, whatever dark presence he harbored inside had on many occasions attempted to surface—and twice he was ashamed to admit, when his rage had overwhelmed him, it had succeeded.
 
   Resigned to the truth he sighed, “So what you are saying is that there is evil inside me.”
 
   “There is,” the daemon agreed, “but that does not make you evil.  It only makes you human.”  Steve’s brow knit in confusion and the daemon explained, “There is not a soul born to the Material Planes that does not possess both good and evil within it.  If it were not so then God’s gift of free will would be no gift at all, and Humans, Jisetra, Werewolves, and all other sentient beings would be little better than mindless golems.  Truly, how could you choose for yourself between right and wrong if you were not tempted by both sides?”
 
   At that, they all raised their brows as they considered the daemon’s words, and Steve said, “You know, you’d make a pretty good lawyer back on Earth.”
 
   The daemon smiled but raised both his hands as if to fend off such a notion.  “When God is your judge, attorneys are of little use.”
 
   “Um, objection,” Scott chimed up.  With all eyes on him, he ducked his head and shrugged sheepishly.  “Sorry, just a joke.” 
 
   Shaking his head at his friend’s humor, but smiling all the same, Steve asked, “And Mr. Jacobs?”
 
   “A vessel,” the daemon answered simply.  “A body whose soul had recently departed, but continued to survive in an intensive care unit only through the science of machines.  I took control and used it to keep watch over you until the time of its natural death.  Unfortunately, shortly after that body’s passing I sensed your powers were beginning to surface, so rather than search for another vessel I instead had the crystal, which housed my essence, willed into your possession.”
 
   “But you didn’t show yourself until now.”
 
   “I could not,” the daemon shrugged.  “My imprisonment, though self-imposed as it was, required another being of the Primal Order to bring me back out.”  At that, he gestured to the Oracle, who only smiled and tilted his head at the acknowledgement.
 
   Steve looked the great golden dragon in the eyes.  “You?”
 
   “Indeed,” the Oracle rumbled.
 
   A moment of quiet and then, “Wow,” Scott breathed, a sentiment silently shared by every other soul in the room.  To Kurella he asked, “You ever have one of those days when you feel just a little bit smaller than you did the day before?”
 
   Deep below the catacombs of the cathedral, they found Azinon’s altar.  In addition, the remnants of his last sacrifice remained, a corpse so badly mutilated several of the guards left the chamber in a rush to find someplace private to purge their morning meal.
 
   It took no coaxing at all to find volunteers willing to pulverize the unholy relic into rubble.
 
   Dressed regally in boots, black trousers, black cape, and a white silk shirt belted at the waist, Steve sat on the smooth, carved stone of the banister surrounding the spacious balcony just off his bedchambers, his legs hanging precariously over the side.  Nearly a month had passed since Azinon’s death and the recapture of the city by the Resistance, and still the citizenry celebrated in the streets every night after sundown.  After eighteen years of living under the tyranny of a mad sorcerer, though, he could certainly understand their jubilation—though he marveled anyone was in any shape at all after the sun came up to see to the rebuilding.
 
   Even over the dull roar of the celebrating city below him, Steve heard the sound of the door to his bedchambers open, followed by familiar footfalls.
 
   “Paging his royal Majesty,” she said.  “Sorry, paging his Imperial Majesty.  Has anyone seen our great and glorious—“
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Steve replied without turning, waving from his seat on the stone banister.  “He’s on the balcony, your marvelousness.”
 
   Sonya appeared by his right shoulder, her hands resting on the banister.  She looked down and whistled.  “This is quite a view you’ve got up here.”
 
   “It’s not bad,” Steve agreed approvingly.
 
   Sonya hopped up to seat herself on the stone rail and swung her legs out over the side.  “Probably not the safest seat in the house, though,” she remarked.
 
   “Are you kidding?  What do we care?  You can fly and I’m immortal.”
 
   “That’s true,” she conceded, “but immortal or not, I bet it would still hurt like heck.”
 
   Steve raised his brow and smiled wryly at the thought.  “Good point.”  Swinging his legs back over the side, he was content instead to stand firmly on his balcony, his left hand resting on the surrounding stone banister and Sonya joined him likewise.  “So what’s new and improved?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve been busy, I can tell you that,” she replied with a deep breath.  “Haldorum has had me popping all over your empire, wiping out the plague wherever we can find it—which is just about everywhere.  And I must say, you’ve got quite the piece of real estate, Steve.”
 
   “Pangea.”
 
   “Pan who?”
 
   Steve laughed.  “Pangea.  Remember Geology class?  Plate tectonics and all that?  On Earth, before the continents separated, they formed one gigantic super-continent scientists called Pangea.  Apparently, that super-continent is mostly still intact here.”
 
   “Okay, so I was sleeping in class that day.  Point being, it’s big.”  Changing the subject she said, “Haldorum told me he brought your parents back here for a while to visit.  I mean, your mom and Bill, not…”  She looked perplexed.  “You know, I never did find out his name.” 
 
   “Stevrakathinmeklatu,” he said stating to his daemonic father’s name.  “My mom used to call him Steve for short.”
 
   Sonya’s eyes widened.  “Oh…wow.”
 
   “Yeah,” he replied, agreeing fully with the sentiment.  “I learn something new every day.  And in answer to your question, the visit went all right.  My dad—dad Bill, that is—had a little trouble taking it all in at first, but he adjusted.  They went home a few days ago.”
 
   Sonya looked down over the side, to the revelers in the streets of Rajasthan sprawled below.  “I can only imagine how it must have felt for her to come back after so many years, and everything she went through.”
 
   “Intense,” Steve admitted.  “But in the end, she had a look of such peace on her face I have never seen before.”  He looked out across the city, and then to Sonya smiling.  “To be able to do that for her is reason enough for me to be glad I came here.”
 
   Sonya met his eyes a moment and then blushed.  She turned around then and leaned against the banister, casting her gaze to the marble floor of the balcony.  “But not the only reason?” she asked.
 
   Steve moved in front of her and took her hands in his.  “No,” he said, “not the only reason.  There is something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”  Her beautiful brown eyes looked up to meet his again.  “Sonya, I have always known you were extraordinary, but it wasn’t until we came here that I found out just how much so.”  He shook his head once, his eyes never leaving the marvel of her.  “You are like no one I have ever known.”
 
   “And I feel the same about you,” she replied softly.
 
   Steve smiled, then nodded.  “So forget about visions in the Memsherar, and prophecies, and all of that.  I want you to understand what I am about to ask you has nothing to do with those things.”
 
   Sonya squeezed his hands, looking visibly nervous and excited all at once.  “I understand.”
 
   Steve took a long, deep breath then and exhaled.  Bending down on one knee, he looked up into her face, framed by the fall of her auburn hair, highlighted by the moonlight above.
 
   “Sonya,” he asked, and her eyes widened, “will you…”  Steve paused, seemingly nervous himself, and interminably long seconds passed in silence.  Finally, he looked up and smiled at her mischievously.  “Sonya Lorensen, will you be my date?  I was thinking Saturday.  You know, if my schedule allows, of course.”
 
   Sonya’s face split into a startled smile that went from ear to ear.  “Why you little…!”
 
   Outside the chamber, servants flattened themselves against the walls of the corridor as their lord and Emperor dashed laughing out of his bedchambers, the Third Power of Mithal in fast pursuit, pummeling him with a throw pillow.
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