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Chapter 1
 
   Ryliss
 
   Tired, cold and hungry, I pulled open the door to a battered old roadside inn along a forest road that had no real name that I could ascertain. By my best estimates, and Rosa’s magic map that I carried tucked in my boot, I was still a few miles inside the kingdom of Elcance. But my travel direction was leading me to a spot which, up until five years ago, had been a black-shaded area on all maps. The black areas denoted lands controlled by the Lich, the former Duke Pharmon. Even with the destruction of the Lifebane by the King and Queen of Sky Raven, the lands in black did not revert instantly back to hospitable zones for man, elf, or dwarf. In fact, they almost became more dangerous since the goblins, of course, had never left and ran amuck without leadership. The few humans who did venture into the area immediately after the war were bands of lawless mercenaries looking to fill the power vacuum and not peaceful settlers.
 
   I would almost bet that a few miles up the road would be a military outpost whose sole purpose was to watch the border and warn off travelers from proceeding further. This inn probably owed much of its existence to catering to the outpost’s soldiers and the occasional desperate or foolish peddler.
 
   Closing the heavy door behind me, I felt a wave of warmth hit me in the face along with the heavy smells of ale, cooked food, sweat, and a few odors more questionably rancid. Unconsciously, I straightened my leather traveling clothes and double-checked that the enchanted scarf that my employer and friend, Rosa, had made for me was still knotted around my throat.
 
   It was only a little past mid-afternoon, but the bar was already half filled with off-duty soldiers and a few seedy looking travelers and gambler types. The room had perhaps twenty round tables with short benches in various stages of disrepair. Smoky lanterns illuminated the side walls and spoke volumes about this area not having access to even the most basic magic items. The lanterns cast a pall of thin smoke across the low ceiling and flickered routinely. Two lone windows made of poor quality glass, let in a minimal amount of sunlight. On the whole, the lamps and windows competed for ineffectuality.
 
   The back of the room was dominated by a dark oak plank bar, which looked like it hadn’t seen a wax brush anytime recently. In one of the back corners, a flat stone fireplace roared invitingly, with an ancient-looking black hound asleep next to the hearth. On a stool in the other corner, a human male wearing leggings and a tunic strummed softly on a stringed instrument. He apparently had no inspiration, as well as no particular tune in mind at the moment.
 
   As is usually the case, all activity in the tavern came to halt with the entrance of a newcomer, and I stopped for a few seconds to assess the situation and get my bearings. With a polite bob of my head, I walked quickly to the bar and sat down at the stool closest to the wall. At this juncture in time, the would-be troubadour began playing in earnest and quite loudly at that, not that any of the other patrons seemed to notice in the slightest. The sudden loud noise did make me jump a little, but I still managed a smile at the proprietor, a balding older human male wearing greasy pants and a barman’s apron. He walked out of the door behind the bar and approached me with a somewhat amused expression.
 
   Resting his considerably-muscled hairy arms on the bar, he looked me up and down and finally spoke in a mild voice, just barely audible above the antics of the bard. “We don’t get many local lasses in here, young lady. Still, I don’t believe I’ve seen you before,” he said, idly picking up a mug. He inspected it critically, then started to shine it with a well-used rag.
 
   “I’m traveling to visit relatives nearby and I was hoping you might have a hot meal available. I can pay,” I said, carefully aping his dialect of the common tongue, something I’ve had a lot of experience with these past five years.
 
   He looked around the bar, making a judgment call, and nodded. “Just so long as you eat and leave. I wouldn’t recommend a young woman being here alone late in the evening. So what do you have a hankering for?”
 
   I gave him a nod of appreciation and my most winning smile. “Anything with lots of vegetables would be wonderful, a small loaf of bread, and a mug of pressed cider if you have it.”
 
   He chuckled. “Well, aren’t you in luck?” Putting away the mug he was polishing, he continued, “I didn’t get a meat delivery today so Marta, my wife, whipped up a nice vegetable stew, and she’s been baking bread and rolls all day.” I nodded eagerly but didn’t have the heart to tell him that I could have recited his entire menu, including liquor supply, the moment I stepped into the room - dark elves have keen noses. Neither did the lack of meat bother me; in fact, I desperately needed a break from deer, rabbit, and goat. The scent of the vegetables simmering in hot broth behind the kitchen door was making my mouth water.
 
   “Two coppers…I’ll get your food ready, miss, and I’ll be right back. It’s probably safe enough for you to warm yourself by the fire; you look cold, girl.”
 
   I gratefully slid the coins across the bar top and thanked him silently. I took the long way around the tables, avoiding the other bar patrons, to reach the fireplace. This place was old by human standards, the inch thick floorboards worn down by half in places. I rousted the fire a bit with the poker leaning against the hearth and tossed a couple more small logs onto the flames, then just let the warmth wash over me. After a week on the road, it felt heavenly, and I soaked up as much of the heat as possible. Reaching down, I absently scratched behind the ears of the old dog lying with a well-chewed throwing stick under his shaggy throat. As soon as I touched him, his head came up and his tail automatically began to beat an irregular drumbeat on the rough wood floor. Sitting on the hearth with my back to the flames, I petted him for a while, speaking in low, soothing tones. The thumping slowed to the cadence of a heartbeat as he brought his rheumy brown eyes up to mine, and he whined meaningfully for just a second. Whispering, I crouched down next to him and gently put a hand over his great heart briefly. The tail thumps picked up speed again as I rose to my feet, noting the barkeep had brought out my food and was watching me intently.
 
   I retraced my route back to the bar, my ears registering that one of the soldiers had risen from his ale and was on an intercept course to stop me. But before he could approach within ten feet of me, a large metal ladle landed between us, jangling heavily on the rough plank floor.
 
   “Corporal Targe, I’ll thank you not to be bothering my paying customers; not when you already owe the bar a tab of three silvers as it is!” I looked up and saw the proprietor pointing sternly at the soldier. The man hissed and gave me a regretful wink, but sat back down with his friends, laughing. I retrieved the ladle and returned it to its owner.
 
   “Thanks, err…”
 
   “The name’s Karll, miss.”
 
   “Nice dog; is he yours?”
 
   The barkeep smiled and looked across the room. “That’s old Bert, best dog I’ve ever had. He’s sixteen now, I keep expecting to find him dead there by the fire every morning when I open the bar.” I could see the old man getting misty-eyed. “Guard the house, herd goats, watch children, he could do it all. But he was always a fiend for playing chase the stick, he loved that more than life until his body just started to stiffen up on him. I guess it happens to us all, I feel it too these cold mornings.”
 
   I sighed, wondering if I should proceed. “Karll, the food looks great. If you don’t mind a bit of advice, I’ve seen that look in a dog’s eyes before. I’m sorry, but I don’t think he’s got much time left.” I watched the old human gulp and his throat work up and down as if swallowing was painful. “I think he’s just holding on to play fetch with you one last time. I’m sure as a last request he’d appreciate a chance to do that again.”
 
   Misty-eyed, he leaned across the bar and whispered, “You have a little of the sight, do you? We had a herbalist in the village where I grew up who could look at a man and tell you whether he would live or die in the next day.”
 
   I shrugged noncommittally. He leaned forward even more with urgency. “A bit of advice for you then, Miss; keep that well under your hat and get to wherever you’re going quickly, you don’t want to hang around here.” He looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping and continued, “There’s a powerful wizard setting up a stronghold across the border. Word has it he’s been snatching anyone with a hint of magic off the trail and dragging them off. For what, I don’t know. But I do know none of them have been seen since.” He paused and then looked down in astonishment. The old dog had gotten up and was holding the stick in his mouth and vigorously wagging his tail at his master. By this time, tears were running freely down the barkeep’s cheeks. 
 
   “Marta,” he yelled through the door. “Watch the bar, I’m gonna take Bert out!” He walked around the bar, giving a little whistle. Karll looked at me incredulously. “Are you sure, Miss? Look at him; he’s like a young pup again!” 
 
   I nodded sadly as he waved me off and patted his leg for Bert to follow. Together they went outside and I returned to my food, most of which I had lost my enthusiasm for. As I dipped a chunk of rutabaga out of my bowl, I thought about what had brought me to this place.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Five years ago, after the destruction of the Lifebane, I volunteered and went to work for the Enchanters Hall at Sky Raven, ostensibly as a field assistant. At the time, I really wasn’t sure what that fully entailed, but my mentor, Rosa, insisted I would see the world. Well, she was mostly right. I had visions of walking the streets of far off cities, having lots of free time to investigate their libraries, absorb their culture, and see the sights…
 
   I snickered to myself, the sights turned out to be far more pig wallow than breath-taking vistas. The human world was a mess. By most competent estimates, over sixty percent of the world’s population died in the war. The mountain and green elves, probably closer to fifty percent, but those numbers are sketchy. I know my people, the dark elves, suffered horribly, as much as seventy percent; we are but a shadow of our former glory. The dwarf peoples probably had the least physical casualties, but walling themselves up in their stone fortresses set them back socially as well as drained their society’s vigor. They, too, were no longer the strong people they once were. The Lifebane had waged war not only on the humanoid races, but in his mad desire to destroy all magic; he was responsible for nearly eliminating whole species. Merfolk, brownies, pixies, unicorns, and centaurs, just to name a few, were practically nonexistent now, and the world was a decidedly poorer place because of it. 
 
   The first three years of my employment, I performed what was jokingly referred to as the “ten labors of Ryliss” by the inhabitants of both Sky Raven and Xarparion, the wizard school. The two entities, one a center of learning, and the other the mightiest fortress on the planet, were so closely interwoven now that it was difficult to decide where one ended and the other began. Students, staff, guards, and even common folk were free to cross through the magic portal that linked the two anytime they desired. People now travel across half a continent with no more thought or care than they would crossing a well-known village street. Of course, the planet is now in a different galaxy from where it formed, so even the portals seem tame by comparison to that miracle of magic. Humans and elves alike, especially those plying their trades on the seas still struggle to figure out our “new” stars.
 
   Xarparion was still rebuilding, even five years later, but the greatly enlarged central hall complex was now nearing completion. The old Xarparion had prominently featured five large towers, each reserved for students of each of the disciplines of the human-minded magics:  fire, water, air, earth and healing. In the center of the ring of towers, the old Central had stood, but it had been completely razed in the war. The new Xarparion did away with the long-standing tower concept entirely. Now the buildings, which are still referred to as towers, are merely classrooms dedicated to those fundamentals. Wizard students now live, eat, sleep, and learn together as one cohesive student body, only breaking apart for a few hours each day for their specialty classes. 
 
   Hons, the Headmaster of Xarparion, works tirelessly to keep the wizard population engaged with regular people. Every wizard student is required to attain a base proficiency in a mundane weapon, usually a staff or sword. This was mandated so that if they ever encounter a situation where magic fails them, they have a fallback defense. The horrifying scenes of the undead sack of the old Xarparion are still vivid in many wizard minds. A secondary benefit, however, is that it forces the students to train and work with the school’s guard force and weapons trainers, most of whom are normal humans or one of the other races. Getting knocked on your butt a few dozen times in a row has a remarkable effect of deflating the naturally inflated egos of wizards. Queen Maya takes a particular interest in occasionally overseeing the weapons instructions personally; needless to say, slacking off is not an option. No one wants the mindset of old Xarparion to resurface, where wizards once considered everyone without magic beneath them and inferior. 
 
   Sky Raven benefits from this conjoined arrangement as well. Typically, more healers are in training rotations at the fortress than in the school itself. Fed by a large influx of refugees seeking a better, more secure environment, the burgeoning local farms and villages around the citadel are never short of medical attention. In turn, the citadel is provided with a constant supply of medicinal herbs, food, and trade commodities. Besides the heavy presence of the healers at Sky Raven, a fair number of earth wizards make their home there as well. They find the unimaginable mass of the great walls of the mountaintop fortress to be somehow spiritual and soothing at the same time; at least, that’s how Hons explains it. The Headmaster keeps an apartment in both locations, but truthfully, he greets the day at Sky Raven more often than not. Last but not least, Sky Raven is also the permanent home of the Enchanters Hall, still stuck at only two actual wizards; my mentor, Rosa, and King Alex. But with the renewed flow of magic into the world, Rosa says we will have to expand the hall to a real building someday soon. The Royal Princess Belle is already displaying impressive enchanting abilities, and she is only four years old. I sometimes shudder when I think what powers she will have when she reaches puberty, not to mention she appears to be a perfect copy of her gorgeous mother.
 
   Anyway, my first three years were taken up by Rosa testing my resolve, ingenuity, and surprising ability to not get myself killed. Such monumental quests as retrieving a dozen carnelian coneflowers from the high meadows of the Fenorian Alps, searching for dire beaver claws in an active bubbling tar pit in the jungles of Boal…I stunk for a month after that one! Even when I did get an assignment in a civilized area, I was more likely to be prowling the sewers than the libraries. I had a sneaking suspicion that Rosa had saved up all these tasks over her seven-hundred-plus-year lifetime, decided which were no fun and put them on a shelf for future reference. And that’s where I fell into her trap.
 
   Fortunately, I passed all her tests and always returned with the goods and mostly unharmed. Of course, having a traveling companion twelve feet long, fangs to tail, with four-inch sickle claws, had a lot to do with the unharmed part. Naurakka, or “Fireclaws” in my native tongue, is fully grown now, the embodiment of sleek, black, death on four feet - a Jag’uri Puma. Next to dragons, a Jag’uri is the one creature sure to drive fear into the hearts of dark elves, and my people do not fear much in this world. Having never seen one, elves in most localities speak of Jag’uri sightings around campfires like ghost stories to frighten small children. Most humans in the settled lands naively consider them a fanciful myth.
 
   Naurakka and I are relatively uncomplicated. I saved her life as a kitten when her mother was killed, and she hasn’t left my side for long since. Our first trip out on our own on assignment for Rosa was a disaster. I left on a horse with packs and full gear and returned with just the clothes on my back and the item I was sent to retrieve. Who knew trolls loved horseflesh so much? Ever since then, it’s just been easier to use my shape-changing abilities to mimic another Jag’uri and travel as a big cat. The downside is an all meat diet, raw and steamy at that. Periodically, I feel the desire to walk on two feet again and eat human food that doesn’t try to bite back or escape, which is exactly why I’m sitting in this seedy bar right now.
 
   For a moment, I pondered the wonder of it all; six years ago I was a librarian working in the dark elf capital. I had no real friends, a job I enjoyed, but which would never allow me to be anything more in life; pretty much a non-entity. That was before Alex, Maya and the Druid girls, Lin and Julia, rode into town. Since then…well, life has changed a lot and for the better. Now I have friends, an exciting career, and a real purpose. The proper dark elf in me still nags incessantly in the back of my mind that I need to return to my roots someday; the deep forbidding forests that my people call home, find a mate, and settle down. But, I reflected with a slight grin, I’ve never been a proper dark elf. Still, wandering around the world alone is pretty radical stuff by my people’s standards. 
 
   I would never be able to do this without the aid of Rosa’s scarf enchantment because dark elves are, at best, still viewed with suspicion, and in most locales, downright hostility. To everyone in this bar, I look like whatever they expect to see, probably a rather plain local girl in unremarkable clothes and speaking in a local dialect. I’m not sure what enchantments Rosa used, but the scarf has not failed me thus far. It was capable of a few other disguises as well, but those I have to concentrate on to make happen. Generally, I find it best to just let it work its magic without my guidance. 
 
   Sopping up the last bit of flavorful gravy with a chunk of fresh bread, I directed my mind to consider my next course of action. Thus far, my trip was an abject and dismal failure and that is not a credible option in my opinion, especially with what is at stake. Not only that, but it rankles my professional pride and ego to go back empty-handed. I took a swig of hard cider and a long, trilling puma growl erupted harshly under my breath. I glanced around nervously, unsure if anyone had heard my outburst. Yeah, I have definitely been spending too much time as a Jag’uri.
 
   Roughly six weeks ago now, Naurakka and I were just crossing the river bridge in front of Sky Raven and feeling pretty darn good about it. Within its two-hundred-foot high white stone walls would be a welcoming hot bath, clean clothes, and a chance to catch up with good friends. I smiled thinking how much I had let this place get under my skin; it was truly home for us both.
 
   I rubbernecked a bit at the tent city that had somehow sprung up on the far banks since I left. It appeared that the number of travelers and wagon trains making the circuit between the dwarf capital, Sky Raven, and the port was picking up nicely. Tearing myself away from gawking, I considered the completion of my mission. In my pack were charcoal rubbings detailing all the carvings on a mysterious plinth that stuck up in the middle of the eastern Javano desert. I knew Rosa would be immediately pleased and then forget all about it when she spotted the equivalent of a mental bright shiny object or another project caught her fancy. That was the peril of working for a half-crazed old elf. Gratefully removing the enchanted scarf, I tucked it into my pouch, assured that I now looked like my real self, a modest dark elf woman. It felt good not to have to hide my true nature anymore. I tossed back my silver and yellow hair, and put on my best smile. A few good-natured catcalls and shouts of recognition rang out from the human guards manning the barbican above the main gates. The doors were open as usual during core daylight hours. A dozen steps into the main courtyard, I took a deep happy breath and nearly collided with an enormous white wall of horseflesh. Blocking my entry and view, Somnus eyed me and nickered, tossing his monstrous head up and down and then quieted. 
 
   Shaking my head, I consented to scratch his forehead between his big ears and running my hands through the icy flames that constituted his mane. “Hey buddy, how’s Somnus today, huh?…fun loving as ever?” I cooed. For whatever reason, the past few trips, Somnus had taken to greeting me and sending me off personally. I wasn’t sure how he knew when I was arriving and when I was leaving, but he was always there, and no one in their right mind was going to try and stop him. After taking a few large inhalations of scent from around me and accepting a little more attention, the great horse finally snorted and stalked away stiff legged with an air of regal indifference. “Ok…well, I hope that was as good for you as it was for me, then…” I called after him with a grin.
 
   “You know he doesn’t greet anyone else here like that,” a voice spoke from behind me. I turned to see Guard Commander Ebony walking up with a big smile on her face. The Helios was, of course, her usual radiant gold color, decked out in full armor, sans helm, with a long sword slung across her back. “Welcome home!” she said, clapping an armored hand on my shoulder. “Adventuring agrees with you; you have become more confident and radiant with every trip. Soon you will be rivaling our Queen in beauty.”
 
   “Not likely,” I returned with a snort, finally looking around. The main courtyard had a number of travelers, merchants, and warrior types in it. At the moment, however, most of them were pressed up against the walls, unmoving. They watched in horrified fascination as Naurakka sat calmly down next to me and proceeded to lick one of her massive paws primly. I leaned into Ebony and whispered. “What? They should be used to seeing dark elves by now.”
 
   “Most of these people arrived just this morning with that caravan outside, they’ve seen dark elves going about their business here all day. No, I think it’s Naurakka they are surprised to see.” The guardswoman smirked and then raised her voice to the crowd. “Relax people, the giant cat is friendly…unless it’s hungry…go on with your business.” 
 
   Their reaction was interrupted by a loud buzzing sound that heralded the arrival of a super pixie on a serious mission. Nia made a short velocity-shedding loop and ended up hovering just inches from my face.
 
   “By the stars, Ryliss! We expected you a week ago!”
 
   “You try and run with cholla spines in your paws, Nia! Besides, no one said anything about a time limit; I got the darn rubbings,” I said somewhat crossly. I mean, really…some decent food and drink, plus a hot bath would be nice before the serious debriefings began.
 
   Nia just looked at me blankly as she processed what I had said. “No, Ryliss, this is an emergency! Alex and Maya need to see you right away. They’re in their room, so c’mon, let’s fly!”
 
   Crap! I patted my puma on the head and directed her to wait in our quarters, watching her amble archly off. She made a special point of veering close to some of the merchants on the way and I’m pretty sure was the direct cause of some mysterious puddles appearing on the cobblestone street. Ducking out of sight behind a tack shed, I started the mental vision process and willed myself to become a black bird. My clothes morphed into feathers, as I shrunk, nose and mouth became a beak, and long elf legs shortened to mere stubs of bone and claw. Change complete, I took off after Nia. Pixies are slow flyers over long distances, and I caught up to her before we were even halfway up to the magnificent keep lording over the back of Sky Raven. Landing on the stone balcony which led to the Royal rooms, I ducked down so that I was mostly shielded from sight by the ornate railings and changed back. Smoothing my hair down as best I could and hoping my appearance wasn’t too outlandish for royalty, I reached out, and tapped politely on the glass. 
 
   A few seconds later, Queen Maya herself opened the door and immediately enveloped me in a strong wordless hug and kiss on the cheek. The king stood just inside the door and mustered a weak grin. Whatever was bothering them had to be intensely personal as concern was etched on both their faces. Mentally, I took note that as usual, neither of them were dressed in royal fashions. Alex was wearing his standard Enchanter robe, and Maya a serviceable leather doublet over thick leggings and high boots. Honestly, they looked like people you would see on the street in any decent-sized town of this world.
 
   King Alex was holding Belle, their little girl, seated on his massive arm with her arms possessively around his neck. She was a little over four years of age now and born with her mother’s exquisite beauty and her father’s magic. Alex stepped closer and Belle stretched out to give me a sweet kiss, did I mention she was also a charmer? 
 
   I’m pretty sure my face turned a few shades darker in embarrassment. Getting so much attention from your King, Queen, and Princess while you still have the dust and stink of the trail on your body was just wrong in my book. I bowed and went to one knee, trying to maintain decorum, just as Nia flew in and silently perched on Alex’s shoulder.
 
   “Pardon my appearance, your majesties, but Nia said it was urgent.”
 
   “Ryliss, you are a true sister to me.” Maya smiled, a small relieved tear running down her cheek and pulled me to my feet. “Why is it every time you come back from a mission you are so formal? It takes me a week or better to get you back to just calling me Maya, and then you leave again.”
 
   I grinned and took an over-excited Belle from Alex, cuddling her in my arms and rocking her gently back and forth. The curly-haired little Enchanter put a hand alongside my face and giggled. “Auntie Ryliss, I lost two teeth while you were gone…see?” She displayed her most horrifying grin, complete with vacancies. “At this rate, I’ll be rich enough to buy a pony soon.”
 
   “Rich?” I said aghast, looking at Maya for support. “Has someone been filling your head with that ‘tooth fairy’ nonsense again? Every dark elf knows that it is the Black Squirrel of Falworth that steals the teeth of children at night.”
 
   “And what does the Squirrel do with the teeth, then?” Belle said wide-eyed.
 
   “He puts them into a magical knothole in the biggest oak of the forest, and when he has them all, he waits and waits. When the child is older, a spirit animal, be it wolf, snake, bear or even Jag’uri, answers the call of the child’s soul. But since it is a spirit, it has no teeth in the real world, so it must go to the Squirrel to be judged. If the child and the spirit animal are worthy, the spirit animal gets its teeth and becomes much more powerful…so powerful that even if it is just a spirit, it can still reach out and devour delicious little girls like this!” I flipped her over in my arms and buried my face in her stomach, gnawing painlessly and growling, while Belle shrieked and struggled hysterically. Finally, I stopped to let her catch her breath and flipped her back upright. 
 
   Tears of laughter still streaming down her face, she reached up and grasped both of my ears firmly, looking me steadily in the eye. “If it’s all the same to you, Auntie Ryliss, I’ll take the silver that Nia puts under my pillow instead. Besides, my spirit animal is going to be a Vakha like Daddy and they don’t need sharp teeth.”
 
   “Nia!” I protested, “You’re the tooth fairy?”
 
   “Strictly part time.” She blushed, sitting casually on Alex’s shoulder.
 
   “Belle, why don’t you run along now. I’m pretty sure you have some lessons to finish for your teacher,” Alex intoned with what I recognized as his official voice, as I placed her gently on her own feet.
 
   “I suppose…” Belle said begrudgingly, as she headed for the door. She stopped and turned to smile at me. “But Ryliss, I’ll still want to hear a story about your trip later…please!”
 
   “I will do my best, most exalted and beautiful Princess of the Realm,” I said with a deep bow. Belle did her best to portray a squinty-eyed glare of imperial disdain at my mocking tone and then burst into wild laughter and slipped through the door, closing it behind her.
 
   Straightening up, I asked, “So what then is the emergency? Did Rosa lose a book or something?”
 
   Alex’s face darkened with concern. “Actually, we lost something quite a bit bigger; two of them, in fact...the twins are missing!”
 
   “Huh, what?” How do you lose a pair of forty-foot dragons?
 
   “No one has seen them for ten days now, not even Higs. They haven’t been doing their handmaiden duties, and most worrisome of all, they haven’t shown up for bacon! We’ve been deliberately wafting it all over Sky Raven and no sign of them.” Maya added in a very worried tone.
 
   “And they said nothing, and no one saw them leave?”
 
   Alex shook his head. “We’ve searched the entire keep including the catacombs. I think they have a secret lair somewhere in the mountain, but even I can’t seem to find it. Reggie might be able to figure it out if he were here, but Lin and Jules are still out on one of their quests. They’ve been gone longer than Dusk and Dawn. We’ve had Hons out to search as well but he says if the place exists its shielded from magical detection somehow. Dragons being dragons and all.”
 
   “Umm, Alex, you remember that I can’t move rock or summon earth elementals, right?”
 
   “But you are a Druid, and I was hoping you could change form into something that could find their nest. Nia has looked, but she doesn’t have the nose for it. We desperately need to know they are alright,” he said firmly, and Maya wrapped her hands around his bicep and nodded in agreement.
 
   “Ok,” I breathed out, “that sounds like a kingly command to me. Do you have any clues at all where it might be? Places where you see them frequently, that kind of thing?” I tilted my head, shifting into delver mode.
 
   “I see them up by the back wall where we did pixie flight school all the time,” Nia piped in. “It’s pretty much sheer walls and straight down from there.”
 
   “And that’s the farthest part of the fortress away from the magma flows, so it would be the coldest,” Alex added, and Maya seemed to concur. “That’s where I would start if I were you.”
 
   “Right, I’ll need something from their rooms with their scent on it.”
 
   “I’ll grab something,” Alex said, hurriedly disappearing from the room, obviously pleased to be doing something to contribute to the effort, while Maya cocked her head and grinned weakly.
 
   “Don’t you remember what they smell like, Ryliss?” she chuckled. “Snakeskin with a side of bacon dressing?” I could tell that my Queen, sister, and friend was worried sick about what I might find.
 
   “I remember what they smell like as a dark elf…but you don’t need a dark elf,” I deadpanned and watched as King Alex returned with an entire pile of bedding from the twin’s human beds. A little overkill, but it would do nicely.
 
   “Anything else you need?”
 
   “Well, if you had a fresh mug of that hot drink that tastes like dirt with chocolate in it…”
 
   Maya just shook her head. Oh well, I began visualizing the animal’s form and function in my mind. I felt my arms stretch out stiffly of their own accord and my hands splayed out. Next, my clothes melted from my body to be replaced by short brown fur. While this was happening, I also lost a lot of body mass and height. Suddenly, I was only a foot tall and teetering on very unstable feet. Extended, my leathery wings helped hold me upright, but just barely. My long snout twitched as I took in the smells around me; first the sheets, then what the Royals had for breakfast. Ooh, was that a plate of grapes up on the nightstand?
 
   “A weird bat of some kind?” Alex boomed out, now towering above me like a giant.
 
   “She’s a fruit bat,” Nia supplied. “Some people call them flying foxes.”
 
   “But aren’t they blind? How will this help us find the twins?”
 
   Nia spotted where my eyes were fixated and flitted up to the nightstand. She picked up a juicy green grape, flew back, and dropped it over my head. I deftly snapped it out of the air - delicious! - and licked my thin little tongue over my lips to encourage another. “As you can see, they aren’t blind. In fact, they have excellent vision and their sense of smell is acute too…hold on, Polly wants another cracker.” Nia dropped another grape toward my head, which I appreciated far more than the snide comment. I would have glared at her, but it’s tough when you don’t have the facial muscles to squint menacingly.
 
   Snack time over, I waddled over to the balcony edge, slipped through the railing and flung myself awkwardly into the air. Bat wings really don’t give you much of the coasting abilities of birds, so you have to flap continuously.
 
   I started along the cliffs at the back of the keep, flying a grid pattern near the rocky walls. After an hour or more of “fruitless searching”...Wow! Flying makes you hungry and is a recipe for bad puns to boot...I finally caught a faint whiff of my quarry. 
 
   Near a folded back outcropping in the sheer rock face, I traced their scent. Flapping around the fold, I struggled to stay airborne. Fruit bats have the worst feet for grasping perches; it’s hard enough to snag a tree branch when you need one, but a stone outcropping just wasn’t going to happen. Low under the rock fold, I spotted a narrow dark cleft and dived for it, crashing inelegantly into the maw of a small fissure. I have to hand it to Dawn and Dusk, if this is their lair, it’s almost impossible to find. Only a shapeshifter, or a pixie-sized critter, would be able to get in. Of course, it wouldn’t be a problem for either dragon, as they are even better at changing forms than Druids. 
 
   The tunnel that faced me was barely big enough for a marmot, but the scent of the silvers was very strong here. It was pitch dark and flying foxes don’t have echo location nor the legs to go dungeon delving. Ok, marmot it is, then! The change wasn’t as dramatic as the previous one; both animals are roughly the same size, so it went quickly. Now I had four feet, buck teeth, attitude and an urge to steal bright shiny objects.
 
   I followed the tunnel, guided primarily by my sense of smell. After a hundred body lengths or so, I could pick up some sounds - long, irregular, drawn-out grating noises. My rodent brain advised caution as another fifty lengths of my body emptied me out into a large natural chamber.
 
   This place was big and marmot’s vision is nearsighted and more attuned to movements, so it’s not an ideal surveying form. I was forced to change back to my dark elf natural self. As my eyes adjusted, I spun in place taking it all in. I was in a large cavern with beautiful stalactites reaching down like crystal arms from the ceiling. The place was dimly lit by several species of glowing mosses growing in patches on the walls and rocks. A small waterfall bounced down along the rocks at the back of the chamber, splashing and gurgling, until it finished its journey in a crystalline pool, one side of which overflowed into some coarse gravel and disappeared. The strange thought struck me that if this were near the ocean, the scene before me is exactly where you would expect to find a mermaid calmly brushing her hair, languishing half out of the water. But it only took a cursory sniff to reaffirm that this was rain water or snow melt, and the water itself probably carved this wonderland over the span of eons.
 
   As lovely as it all was, I shivered slightly as I finished my look around. The temperature in this place was definitely on the chilly side. The splashing water and cool humid air gave everything a hazy, dewy look. The harsh grating sounds were louder now, and they seemed to originate in a chamber on the back side of the pool. Watching my step on the slippery stones, I walked around the waterfall and stepped inside.
 
   Every sound in this room seemed to echo and I sensed this was the larger chamber of the two. At least the footing seemed dryer as my boots sunk into smooth, clean sand, but light was almost non-existent. Even dark elves need a little light to see, so I retrieved a small glow orb from my pocket and activated it with a whispered word. Waiting patiently as the magic ramped up slowly, I heard a loud snort and then some lip-smacking sounds, followed by more of the harsh, deep grating sounds, which I now recognized as snoring. And all of this was centered directly in front of me in the inky darkness.
 
   Usually in this type of situation - but wait, who am I kidding? - I’ve never been in this type of situation. Usually in this situation, a rational dark elf would have been hesitant if not outright panicked. But as the range of the light slowly extended, I quickly recognized the bright silver scales, a thick tail, a taloned back leg and enormous bodies of the twins. Finally, the light revealed both silver dragons curled up together on the cold sand floor asleep!
 
   A cursory glance revealed no blood or signs of injury, and by the rhythmic rise and fall of their massive chests, I would have to say they were breathing just fine, too. I shook my head in wonder at what all the fuss was about. Walking forward, I confronted them.
 
   “Alright, you two! The nap’s over, you’ve got everyone worried, you know!” No reaction, so I tried another tactic. “Hey Dawn, Dusk! There’s fresh bacon in the chow hall!” Still no response. I walked over and cautiously nudged Dusk with my foot, and she still didn’t move a hair. Finally, I reached back and screamed at the top of my lungs, “WAKE UP, LIZARD LIPS!” Other than almost deafening myself, still no results. 
 
   These girls were seriously out of it. Puzzled, I walked over to the head of the nearest dragon, which seemed to be Dawn. She was stretched out comfortably with her chin on the soft sand, volumes of air whistling through her large nostrils like a blacksmith’s bellows.
 
   I lifted an eyelid and looked into the swirling round orb underneath. There was no recognition or change; it was as if they were in a deep dream state from which they couldn’t wake. With no better idea, I examined each of them. I poked and prodded like I would for a lizard or alligator. Oddly, despite their lethargy, both seemed to be in fine condition, good skin tone, scales still firmly affixed, eyes still moist. Perfect examples of dragons from what I could tell, except they were unfailingly asleep.
 
   With a deep sigh, I retraced my steps. Half an hour later, I was back in Alex’s and Maya’s room, explaining what I found to the King and Queen, Rosa, Alera, Nia, and Captain Higs.
 
   “It’s got to be magic,” I said. “They look fine to me otherwise.”
 
   “The problem is,” Rosa added thoughtfully, “we don’t know enough about dragons to even know if this is abnormal or not. For all we know, they may have to hibernate periodically.”
 
   “Aren’t any of your books helpful, Rosa? Dusk didn’t say anything about hibernating.” Higs said quietly, a twinge of desperation in his voice. He had been holding his head in his hands listening to all of this. I felt a stab of pity for him. He and Dusk had been together for over five years now and were nearly inseparable. It was a strange relationship to be sure; Higs was a normal human, she a young dragon. The difference in their potential life spans was staggering, but still, it somehow worked for them. The guard captain’s sincere devotion was obvious.
 
   Rosa shook her head. “I have almost nothing on dragons. We didn’t even know that egg temperature can change the type of dragon that hatches until Dawn and Dusk’s mother revealed it to Alex. Given the history, dragons are understandably cautious about giving out any lifestyle information.”
 
   “Ryliss has already shown Nia the entrance,” Alera said softly. “I recommend we get Hons to expand the opening and cut some stairs down there so we can at least monitor their health until we figure this out. If they aren’t even rousing to drink, they could begin suffering from dehydration soon. I know the girls probably wouldn’t appreciate us entering their nest, but we can’t let them die either.”
 
   “I will watch over them,” Higs volunteered. “I’m not afraid, they both know me. Please, I need to do something!” 
 
   Alera agreed, brushing her wavy blonde hair back behind her ears, and added, “I will start monitoring their health daily, as well. But it doesn’t address the root cause, why they are asleep and unresponsive in the first place. We need some answers…”
 
   “Well, there’s only one thing to do then,” Nia declared. “We need to find another dragon and ask it.”
 
   “Great idea,” I scoffed mildly. “Unless they’re evil and want to eat you, they aren’t exactly going to be sitting in the town square with a tip jar and a sign around their head reading, ‘Ask me anything.’ It’s going to take some serious digging to track one down.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized my mistake…Yup, everyone in the room was looking at me with hopeful expressions.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Well, that was how it all started. A fast bath and a change of clothes later, Rosa was shooing me and Naurakka through a portal to the capital of Elcance, the last reported location of a golden dragon. Sadly, I spent a month in the city tracking down every lead and hint of the golden’s whereabouts to no avail. No one had seen or heard of the dragon since the months leading up to the end of the war more than five years earlier. Even the most optimistic natives assumed she was long dead.
 
   With no plan, I started fanning out to the many small villages outside the capital, and two weeks later - still nothing. And that’s how I found myself at the end of my rope sitting here in this tavern. Part of me wanted to gracefully accept defeat and just go home, but then I thought of the looks of disappointment that would earn me from my friends back at Sky Raven. Still, six weeks and I had nothing to show for it. I stared into the dregs of my cider and had made the decision to chuck it all and head back, when I felt a touch on my arm.
 
   Jolted out of my reverie, I whirled around expecting to see the soldier who had tried to accost me earlier making another try. Instead, it was the inept bard from the corner of the room; he had slung his instrument over his back and was standing next to me expectantly.
 
   His eyes widened at my reaction and he backed up a half step, his hands splayed open to show he meant no harm. Recovering quickly, he flashed me a disarming grin and slid onto the stool next to me.
 
   “You,” he said genially, “I find fascinating.”
 
   I looked him up and down, cataloging what I saw. Human, probably my human equivalent in age. Crow wing black hair, mostly unkempt. Bits of leaf litter in it attested to the fact that he most likely had been sleeping out in the open. Blue eyes, not Naurakka blue, but lighter and more calming. Worn, but good quality, serviceable clothes, told me he was used to a better lifestyle. No obvious weapon and the purse on his belt lay anemically thin at his side. I sensed no malice in him, so I allowed myself a reined-in smirk.
 
   “Sir, I believe your pickup lines and your music share a commonality,” I said, tilting my head slightly. “Both need work.”
 
   He winced with high drama, and then with a self-depreciating smile, he nodded in agreement. “Well, the life of a tavern warbler was probably not what my dear departed parents would have wished for me, I’ll grant you that.” He smiled and extended his hand. “My name is Kerrik, My Lady.”
 
   I stared at him for a second, trying to decide if it wouldn’t be better for me to just leave. But I hadn’t had a decent conversation about anything but dragons in so long that I decided I needed the diversion. Besides, I would be leaving in a few minutes, never to return anyway. I shook his hand firmly and responded, “Ryliss.”
 
   “Ryliss?” Kerrik repeated, rolling the sound around on his tongue. “That almost sounds like an elf name.”
 
   “Well, my parents were very fond of elves… Pray tell, Master Bard, what do you find so fascinating about an ordinary local girl?”
 
   He laughed. “First, I don’t believe for a minute that you’re ordinary at all.”
 
   “Oh, how so?”
 
   He smiled, displaying nice even teeth. Holding up his hand expressively, he ticked off a thought on each finger. “First, you appear to be a local girl, but Karll has never seen you before and he has lived here all his life. By the way, he is also the de facto mayor of the surrounding community for a ten-mile radius.
 
   “Second, other than Karll’s wife, you are the only woman in this bar full of rough men, yet you have no fear or concern about you in the slightest. And aside from a boot knife, you don’t appear armed…very curious.
 
   “Third, I have spent most of my waking hours in this tavern for the past week, and old Bert has barely raised his head from his spot in front of the fire for any reason. But a few minutes in your presence and he’s up, happy as a lark, and wagging his tail ready to play fetch. Very strange, also.
 
   “Four, if you are not a local girl, then you are traveling exceedingly light. I see no rub marks on your shoulders from a heavy pack, nor do you walk like someone who spent a great deal of time on a horse recently.
 
   “And five,” he said with an impish grin, “the most telling of all. I have been speaking to you for over five minutes now, and you haven’t succumbed to my obvious charms and swooned dead away in my arms yet.”
 
   I snorted and pushed away my empty mug, swiveling slightly to face him. Reaching in my belt, I retrieved a half silver piece and slid it on the bar in front of him. “Most entertaining Master Bard, thank you. I think you would make more coin spinning fanciful tales such as you just told me than strumming that poorly-tuned lute on your back. Alas, as fascinating as this conversation is, I must be going.”
 
   “Ryliss, wait,” he said, covering my hand with his. “I’m sorry if I came off as an ass. I’m pretty new to all this. The truth is, we need your help desperately!”
 
   I jerked my hand away firmly and glared at him, but rather than cockiness or deception, I saw real concern in his face. “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “You know nothing about me!”
 
   Just then, I heard a voice in my head. “Ryliss.” My name was drawn out in a long hissing sound. “Many men and horses are coming.”
 
   “Naurakka, what are you doing this close? I told you to stay safe in the forest!” I sent back, my thoughts going in several directions at once.
 
   “Warning you. They have a cage with people in it…you should flee…too many to kill…” 
 
   “This is hard to explain but…” Kerrik was babbling still, but I cut him off with a hand gesture and said curtly, “Armed men are approaching, I need to leave.” 
 
   He jumped off the stool in panic, and I saw real terror in his eyes. “Look, I’ve been waiting here all week for you to come in. I have a message for you, ‘If you seek the golden, you will help us!’” Not bothering to wait for a reply, he leaped up on the bar and swung his legs over. Hitting the floor running, he disappeared through the door into the kitchen.
 
   “Too slow,” Naurakka’s voice in my head intoned gravely.
 
   Suddenly the door to the tavern slammed open, and a squad of heavily-armed bravos thundered into the room. Swords out, they moved quickly into position to cover most of the patrons with their weapons. More poured in taking up positions and dragging a bloodied up Karll with them.
 
   I froze and tried to look small and harmless, but a couple of the off-duty soldiers slid back their chairs, stood up and angrily challenged the intrusion.
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are? This is sovereign Elcance soil!”
 
   The steel basket hilts of two cavalry swords connected just below the ears of both men and drove them to their knees, blood dripping from ragged scrapes. Instantly, several more of the intruders pinned the soldiers’ companions to their chairs with the tips of their swords. 
 
   “Shut your sod ugly faces, all of you,” One swordsman, who had the look of some kind of leader, shouted, waving his sword.
 
   I took a few seconds to look them over curiously; they certainly weren’t formal army troops. None of their armor or clothing matched, nor were their weapons standardized. No unit insignia or colors marked them as belonging to any cohesive band of soldiers. In short, they appeared to be brigands.
 
   The door to the kitchen behind the bar burst open and Karll’s wife and Kerrik were marched out at sword point to the main tavern room by four swordsmen.
 
   “Caught this one trying to sneak out the back way,” one of the newcomers growled, indicating the bard. He pushed Karll’s old wife roughly to the floor, causing some angry grumbling among the patrons.
 
   The leader picked up a pitcher of ale from one of the tables and threw it against the upper stones of the fireplace, shattering it and sending the frothy brew all over the wall and floor. Point made, he continued.
 
   “We are looking for any person or party accompanied by a young blind girl! Have any of you ‘travelers’ seen this child?” There was stone silence, followed by just a few odds and ends of uneasy muttering and shaking of heads. He looked at nearly everyone, his eyes boring into their faces looking for any trace of deception. Finally, he shook his head in disgust and muttered, “Fine, check them all anyway.”
 
   One of his men standing near the main door opened it and shouted something to someone still outside. A few seconds later, a man in red-dyed traveling leathers and sporting a mid-length red cape, stalked into the room. He looked middle-aged for a human, whitish hair, mustachio, and a glyph symbol emblazoned on his tunic. His overall bearing was of a self-important peacock, but his eyes burned with either madness or something more sinister.
 
   He carried a small black bag and walked directly to the large fireplace. Reaching into the sack, he pulled out a large onyx stone, which he displayed arrogantly to the crowd just before plunging it, and the hand holding it, into the hottest part of the fire.
 
   This solicited a fair number of gasps from the onlookers and he grinned as he held it steady in the flames. I could see the off-duty soldiers looking at each other in the expectation that his hand would be burned to a crisp when he withdrew it. Finally, after a strong two minutes in the fire, he withdrew his hand and it was miraculously unscathed. The onyx, however, was glowing with an intense arcane red which I had seen before and never wanted to see again.
 
   Suddenly, the stone flashed like a stroke of lightning in the room and a serpent’s eerie voice hissed out of it. “Command me or perish!” The peacock, who I could now safely assume was a wizard, brought the stone up to his lips and whispered some sing-song gibberish in a language I couldn’t follow. Instantly, the stone reverted back to its original shiny black appearance, and he started walking back and forth among the seated bar patrons, dramatically thrusting the rock in their faces as he passed.
 
   Crap, demon magic! Whoever this guy was, he would be in for a rude meeting with King Alex someday. That is, if I manage to live to report it. Alex and Maya generally held to a hands-off approach when it came to neighboring kingdoms and rulers; however, the sole exception was anyone that trafficked in demon artifacts or summoning. Those individuals are taken care of personally, efficiently, and with no pity. My flesh still crawls when I think of some of the things I saw the night of the great battle at Sky Raven. It must never be repeated.
 
   But for now, I had to consider my own situation as the wizard edged closer to the bar, still checking everyone with the stone. I had complete confidence that I would read as having no magical ability; after all, Alex’s mother, the Nova personification of magic, was the one who made me this way. But the scarf I wore to change my appearance was magical, and I had no way of knowing just what the demonic stone was capable of. Unfortunately, my options for escape were few, shape changing into a small bird or a rat immediately came to mind, but even those familiar forms took ten seconds or more. That was plenty of time for one of the swordsmen to run me through or capture me. I guess I would just have to count on the bluff.
 
   The wizard separated from the bar crowd at the tables and beelined for me. So far, he hadn’t stopped or shown any indication that he had found anything. He was close enough for my nose to pick up his stench - yup, definitely a fire wizard - then suddenly Kerrik wrenched free of the collar-hold his guard had him in and bolted for the main door. With a roar of fury, one of the bravos closest to me shoved me roughly aside and tackled him as he passed by, bringing the bard down hard on the worn wood floor. Immediately, another three or so piled on, punching and kicking him into submission.
 
   The wizard, previously focused on me, now diverted and followed the blood sport action. The bard was pulled to his feet, blood streaming from his nose and lips, as two of his guards secured his arms. Kerrik’s eyes got huge as the onyx stone got closer to him, and like a snake, the fire wizard’s arm shot out and stopped just inches from his face. Immediately, the onyx stone lit up like a blood red beacon.
 
   “Ha, this one is a wizard, all right, and a fairly strong one! Bind him!” In a matter of seconds, they had slapped steel binders onto Kerrik’s wrists behind his back. He held his head down, defeated, the blood from his face dripping randomly on his boots. I got the impression he was purposely trying not to look at anyone, especially me. All that remained of his lute was the shoulder strap, back frame, and a few tangled strings. The rest of the instrument was in pieces on the hardwood floor. One of his guards took out a knife and cut the strap, casting the rest of it callously to the floor, as well.
 
   The excitement of Kerrik’s folly had apparently broken the gravity of the situation, and the leader of the band called out, “Take him to the wagon and mount up. We’ve wasted enough time here.” Then he sheathed his own sword and crowded out the door on the heels of the men dragging the bard away. As they did so, Kerrik pretended to stumble and I saw him chance a single glance back in my direction. It was a scared pleading look, but there was also a hint of a self-satisfied smile as well. 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   Damn, I hope I got through to her, at least enough to pique her interest, anyway. I spat out a mouthful of blood as I was frog-marched roughly up to a four-horse-drawn freight wagon. Sitting in its rough-hewn bed was a large iron cage with a single door and leaning disconsolately against the back wall was a man and a woman. Each had their hands pinioned behind their backs like mine. Neither was young, and judging from their clothes, I would guess they were farmers rather than wizards.
 
   My guards tossed me inside and slammed the door, leaving me to grimace and nod at my companions, neither of whom bothered to say anything in return. The hopeless look in their eyes spoke volumes. Finding a less uncomfortable spot along one side, of the bars, I gave my situation some thought.
 
   I did tell the truth; the girl or woman in the tavern, whatever she was, did fascinate me. She appeared to be a simple local farm girl, fairly plain-featured, absolutely nothing remarkable about her whatsoever. That, in itself, I found interesting; her eyes held no coquettishness and she spoke concisely. Ryliss, if that was her real name, had a quicker wit than most of the locals I had met. The one time I coaxed a smile out of her, it was like a beam of moonlight cutting through a dark forest, pleasant and warming.
 
   And then there was Andea’s unwavering assertion that I would meet a female stranger in the tavern who would be the only person we could trust to aid our escape. That alone told me there was much more to this Ryliss girl.
 
   At least, my antics kept the demon stone away from her. I couldn’t allow us both to be captured and luck favored my actions, at least until the beatings started. I was watching her eyes when the wizard was casting about with his stone, and I saw definite worry there.
 
   My mystery woman must be a wizard of some kind then; that was the only explanation. And if she’s powerful enough, it might mesh nicely with Andea’s vision. One thing was certain, the phrase, ‘If you seek the golden, you will help us,’ did seem to strike a chord with her, as I saw her lovely green eyes flash in alarm. What is a golden anyway? Greed for gold, I could understand, but my sister didn’t say gold, she said golden…
 
   If only I could have had another couple of minutes to talk with her. And how did she know Verledn’s men were approaching? If only…it was the story of my life. If only I had come back from the war sooner. If only my parents hadn’t been killed by the Lifebane. If only I had been able to save Andea her pain…
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   As soon as the last of the ruffians cleared the tavern’s outer door, I hopped up and slid over the bar, dropping to the ground silently. Slipping through the kitchen door and finding the back door still hanging wide open, I crept outside, advancing cautiously around the outside walls. I watched as they loaded Kerrik up into the cage, mounted their horses, and moved off. Once they were safely out of range, I walked around to the front of the tavern and watched their dust retreat in the direction of the dark lands. Old Bert lay dead along the outer wall of the inn, a shred of brigand’s clothing still locked in his jaws and an arrow through his great heart. He died defending his master; for him there was no better end possible. I kneeled and said a small prayer to the Earth Mother to accept his noble spirit.
 
   Sighing, I slipped miserably into the deeper woods at the back of the tavern and well away from the road. I felt a large presence join me, padding silently at my side.
 
   “Your mind is churning, what is it that disturbs you so?” Naurakka questioned in my thoughts.
 
   “I’m not sure. That whole incident with the bard was surreal, and it was like he was looking right through my glamor. And then the ‘golden’ reference; most curious, he seemed to be retelling the phrase like he didn’t understand its meaning either. “If you seek the golden, you will help us,” I repeated. “Help us implies more than one person. Also, the demon magic revealed him to be a strong wizard, according to the fire mage. Why would a wizard be playacting at being a bard in a scummy roadside tavern? And he also said he had been waiting all week for me to come in. I didn’t even know I was going to be anywhere near here until this morning, it doesn’t make any sense…”
 
   “Find his companions…I will make them talk,” Naurakka growled, a low vibrating sound. “You have his scent?”
 
   “Of course, I was sitting right next to him. At least we know he’s not a fire wizard, no stench. He actually smells better than he appears, so he has a concept of personal hygiene.”
 
   The big cat made a sound like she was dealing with a hairball, and then chuffed humorously, “You need a mate, my Mother.”
 
   “Nonsense, now are you going to help me or not?”
 
   “Two noses are better than one; we should circle the tavern until we find his trail,” she lisped and watched in amusement as I made the change into a virtual replica of her. “Much better…there are small, spotted pigs in these woods and I am hungry.” 
 
   “Find the trail first while your nose is sharp. Then we can worry about filling that gargantuan belly of yours,” I purred. 
 
   “So unfair,” Naurakka muttered but bent her long face to the ground as she traveled, drawing in scents like a bellows, and I followed, copying her actions. Jag’uri, unlike other big cats, retained a longer nose and jaw line, so the typical trade-off between decreased scenting ability and jaw strength never occurred in their evolutionary process. If their jaw strength suffered, its loss was matched by a gradual shrinking of prey size. It was a moot point in most instances, anyway, as their sickle-like claws do most of the heavy damage. Two-thirds of the way around the bar, I picked up where Kerrik had recently walked through the grass and low shrubs. I lifted my head and evaluated the spot; at least this trail was lightly used and didn’t seem to lead to the jakes for the bar. I didn’t smell any other humans either. 
 
   “I have the spoor…we follow,” the big cat murmured, nose still plowing through the under foliage. 
 
   The trail twisted and turned through the dense woods, mostly birch, aspens, and various low forest ferns. It became evident to me that Kerrik was trying to hide his path; numerous switchbacks and short leaps to rocks proved this point. But it did nothing to hide his scent from an apex predator like a Jag’uri. The ground started to tilt upward as we approached a rocky escarpment where, eons before, the rock had been thrust up out of the earth and left leaning at broken angles. Giant shards of gray lichen-covered rocks and twisting vines stretched up at a severe pitch. Here and there, the fissures in the material formed natural shallow caves. The higher ground gave some peaks an impressive view of the surrounding woods and the territory beyond.
 
   Naurakka grunted in approval, a quiet coughing sound, “Good den area.” She raised her fanged snout into the evening air and issued a low, menacing growl. “Others think so, too.”
 
   That’s when I caught a stray whiff of something primal and nasty - canines! Before I could analyze the smell further, the panicked scream of a young girl rang out over the rocks above us. Naurakka was already moving as I recovered from my surprise and tore after her, not as gracefully as a natural born Jag’uri, but plenty fast enough over this difficult terrain. Cresting a large, round-shouldered boulder the size of a cottage, we peered down into the crevasse area just below and my companion snarled.
 
   There, perhaps twenty feet below us, was a small human girl wedged into a crack in the rock face, desperately fending off three enormous spotted, wolf-like creatures. But unlike the elegant forest wolves or snow wolves I was accustomed to, these had hunchbacks, ragged mangy fur, and short stubby tails. At the moment, they seemed to be at least as interested in fighting among themselves as taking the girl. It helped that the spot she was defending would only allow one of the creatures to attack at a time. But the short green stick she clutched as a weapon would never hold up to a serious charge.
 
   Naurakka’s scream of challenge reverberated off the stone walls; a sound that started out low in her chest and rose to a screeching, shredding, crescendo at the tail end. The sound even made the hair on my back stand on end. Below us, the hyaenodons, as I had classified them from some drawings in an old dark elf tome, instinctively crouched and looking up spotting us. A small voice in the back of my mind supplied the bookish information that in some parts of the world, goblins used these fell creatures as mounts. These must have been incredibly hungry or had never encountered anything like a Jag’uri before, because their backs straightened and they took an aggressive stance, snarling and spewing out great gobs of drool as they faced us when we dropped silently to the ground thirty feet away.
 
   “Go!” I commanded, “find prey elsewhere!”
 
   “Four Fangs Pack does not give up kills to cats!” the largest male spat out angrily, shifting away from the child to step closer to us, his eyes like burning yellow cinders.
 
   I initiated the change, and a few seconds later, I faced them as an angry dark elf and Druid. “Will you defy a servant of the Earth Mother, then? Would you have your females be barren and your fleas especially fertile?” I could see the leader’s companions’ heads and tails lower slightly in fear, but the big male was unshaken. The thought occurred to me that these might not be natural creatures, after all. With a throaty growl, he leaped at me, two-inch yellow teeth snapping like a crocodile.
 
   A black flash of darkness intercepted him in mid-flight and slammed him hard into the rock path’s side walls. 
 
   “Ryliss…get the cub away…I will distract these dogs…meet back by the tavern,” Naurakka hissed, already getting caught up in battle rage.
 
   I knew better than to argue. Changing again, I became the form of a large gecko and scampered up the rock face and across to the crevasse where the girl still cowered. By this time, all the attackers’ attentions were on my midnight black companion and the fur was flying. 
 
   I dropped down behind them, in front of the girl, and changed back to a dark elf. I whispered hurriedly, “If you want to live, child, grab me around my neck and hold on!” The girl remained frozen and silent. I turned back, looking at her in irritation. “Girl, do as I say, now!” And that’s when my eyes were drawn to hers; at least, what was left of them. Hollow pits of sundered fleshed stared back at me, the child was obviously blind! 
 
   We had to get out of here now. The longer we stayed, the longer Naurakka had to stay engaged and the possibility of her getting killed grew. I was also picking up sounds of more scrambling on the rocks above us that I couldn’t attest to belonging to any of the creatures currently in the fight. Hunching down, I grabbed both of the girl's hands, and not waiting for her reply, drew them around my throat. “Hold on! And no matter what you feel, don’t let go!” This was going to be tough, a silver-backed eagle was the largest bird I could do, and even as magnificent as they were, I would be hard pressed to take off flat-footed with a seventy-pound weight. But I had to try. A hard kick of the legs with a corresponding booming clap of wings, and I sent myself slowly up into the evening air. Rising just above top of the rocks, my eagle vision noted another ten or so of the creatures racing along the upper rock ridge. One in particular looked brave enough, and had the vector, to make a snapping leap in our direction from a rock protuberance that jetted up nearby.
 
   “Run, Rakka!” I sent back to Naurakka, as I flailed desperately in the heavy air of the evening sky.
 
   Just then, I felt a brush of fur against my talons and a mouthful of tail feathers were ripped out as I watched the beast sail past me, dip, and ungracefully plummet to the rocks below. A sharp, whining cry of pain rang out from it and half of the pack of ten broke off to polish off the wounded hyaenodon. The other five continued to track and follow my erratic flight and chased us along the ground snapping at the girl’s feet.
 
   “W…Who are you? What are you?” the girl screamed, finally finding her voice. I could do no more than just utter a high-pitched flight call. But I had other problems; I still wasn’t able to find any altitude and I was starting to tire, plus I still had five slavering hyaenodons trailing just a few feet below us. 
 
   Barely cresting another stone ridge, I saw a large lake stretching out just on the other side. If I could get over the water, I would probably lose the pursuit, as I doubted they were proficient swimmers. Redoubling my efforts, I strained my already exhausted wings to pick up some speed. Just as we were approaching the shoreline, I felt the child shift precariously to the side, which unbalanced my flying. I tried to correct by shifting my own weight, but suddenly, she was like a lodestone around my neck pulling me down.
 
   I heard her scream as she came fully off my back and her legs dangled in mid-air. Her arms were still around my neck, but the entire weight of her body was leveraging me into an inescapable downward plunge.
 
   “I’m slipping! I can’t hold on any longer!” she cried.
 
   Managing a couple last strong beats of my wings, I felt her feet hit the water no more than thirty feet from shore. The immediate drag tumbled us both into the cold water, landing hard. I saw nothing but water and turbulent bubbles for a few seconds. Gasping for air, I burst to the surface and started to change.
 
   By this time, it was almost dark. Nighttime doesn’t bother a dark elf much; we can see just as well at night as the daytime. But water is a different story, none of my people are great swimmers; it’s just not something we enjoy. It probably has something to do with the small amount of body fat we carry. Treading water as best I could, I looked around for the girl, and she bobbed up a few seconds later, sputtering and spitting out water. The hyaenodons were milling about on shore. A few of them took tentative steps into the water, but most just looked at us and drooled, their mouths forming fiendish grins punctuated by the occasional snarl or tittering evil laugh. 
 
   “Lady…please help me…I’m not a good swimmer,” the girl whispered, struggling to stay upright. I could see she was starting to shiver uncontrollably, as well.
 
   “What is your name, girl?” I asked, trying to remain calm as I took hold of her arm. To her credit, she didn’t panic and grab onto me like many people in danger of drowning would.
 
   “Andea.”
 
   “Well, Andea, you’ve been a very brave girl so far. We are in a lake, and the wolf creatures are only a short ways away, so we can’t go back to shore here. We will need to cross the lake to get away from them.”
 
   “I don’t think I can swim very far…Lady,” she sputtered dubiously.
 
   “You can call me Ryliss, and I don’t need you to swim, just hold on.”
 
   “But how...? Never mind…I will try.”
 
   “I won’t be able to talk to you again until we reach the shore, so don’t be alarmed if I don’t answer. Now grab me around the neck again, please.” She did so gratefully as I triggered yet another change. I was really burning through the stamina and calories, I would either need human food or to hunt game soon. On top of it all, the last of the sun’s rays were disappearing fast, and none of our moons had crested the horizon as yet.
 
   Andea raised most of the way out of the water as my broad back surfaced under her, my big hooves churning the water below us. Still clinging around my long neck, I felt her reach up, exploring my neckline until she found my huge ears. As we ventured farther and farther out into the lake, I heard the dismayed savage yodeling of the hyaenodons back at the shore, but none dared follow.
 
   “A moose? I’m riding on a moose?” Andea asked in wonder, but then amended her conversation. “I know, lady…I mean Lady Ryliss, you can’t talk to me as a moose. At least, your back is warm and I’m mostly out of the water. Thank you for saving me. I should never have left the cave my brother left me in…I hope he doesn’t run into those things when he comes home, but he’s big and strong and he wouldn’t be afraid…”
 
   It took a half hour or more to cross the widest part of the lake. Reaching shore anywhere closer would have been an invitation for the predators that chased us to catch up. As it was, we were well out of their field of vision before I felt my long legs strike bottom, and I hoisted us up out of the thin reeds along the shore. I paused, dripping water, to listen carefully. Fortunately, this form has excellent hearing and ears that swivel around to catch even the slightest sounds. But tonight, there was nothing but the creak of frogs and the annoying buzz of mosquitoes. As the girl was still firmly planted on my back, I ventured up the gradual bank and into the trees beyond, still fully alert. Since I was starving, the young birch saplings looked inviting. However, I knew if I ate any, my stomach wouldn’t have the necessary time to digest and turn them into energy before I needed to be a dark elf again, so it would be a waste of effort.
 
   Striding quietly a ways into the forest, I found a deadfall area that looked easily defendable. Dry loose sticks stretched across the top so nothing could come up behind us without making noise, and the way the great trees fell at cross purposes to each other created a natural crèche for me to watch over my new responsibility. Wearily, I reverted back to my dark elf natural form, which dropped Andea sleepily back on her feet. She clung to me wordlessly for a few moments, apparently just happy to hold another person. Finally, she let go of me and stammered, “Ryliss…but how is this possible?”
 
   “Andea, could we wait until morning to answer your questions? Right now, I need to check out the area and make sure those things are not following us. I’m sorry, but I don’t have any food, and I don’t think a fire would be a good idea now either. When I come back, it will be as a really big cat, I will make a purring sound so you know it’s me. Then we’ll get some sleep. You can burrow down in my fur and I will keep you warm and safe until morning.”
 
   I settled her in a dry spot up under one of the logs and piled loose branches around her. Minutes later as a Jag’uri, I prowled around the deadfall, gradually expanding my circle of search until I heard a cracking, gnawing sound down closer to the lake. The large lake beaver had brought down a substantial aspen earlier in the evening and was in the process of noisily stripping off the smaller branches and bark. He didn’t realize his carelessness until my jaws bit down and snapped his neck instantly. Greedily, I quickly feasted on its warm remains, leaving almost nothing to waste. Warm food in my belly, I finally felt like I could change or fight if I needed to defend Andea. Returning to the makeshift camp, I purred as I slid through the branches and rubbed lazily alongside the small human girl. Putting out her hand, my back easily came above her waistline. I made a production out of finding a good place to lie down. Settling in, I felt her crawl up next to me and take one of my huge paws and drape over her side as she snuggled up into the soft long fur of my undersides. We slept.
 
   By the time Andea awoke the next morning, I had been up for a while. I was already a dark elf and had started a modest fire and began amassing a small pile of apple root, berries, and cattail pollen spikes. Next to the flames on small sticks, a rabbit was dressed out, cooked and cooling. When she did stir, she had a shy smile on her face.
 
   “Ryliss?”
 
   “I am here, Andea. Why don’t you warm yourself by the fire here; I will stoke it a bit more so we can get your clothes dry. There is food next to the fire, as well; you must be hungry.”
 
   The girl got up, brushed herself off, and cautiously oriented herself to the fire, feeling its warmth. It was the first time I had the opportunity to take a really good look at her. She was wearing ragged leggings and a dirty brown overdress, with plain moccasin-like slippers. She had jet black curls and a small impish-looking face that radiated goodwill. This, despite what had been done to her; both eyes looked like they had been destroyed with burning sticks or embers and left to heal without the benefit of magic or even herbal healing. It sickened me to the core of my soul to look at them.
 
   I walked over and stood next to her, about to show her the food when she put her hands out tentatively and touched me. She ran her hands over my shoulders, hips, and clothing and finally stopped at my face. She gently outlined it with her fingertips, pausing when she touched my ears and I jerked back slightly.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No, they’re just sensitive, that’s all.” 
 
   She nodded. “You are an elf and the woman I told Kerrik to search for.”
 
   I took her hands and led her over to a flat rock near the fire where she could sit. I filled a section of her over shirt with some of the berries and apple root chunks so she could eat and talk. “Andea, tell me what you know about all this.”
 
   “It’s a long story, Ryliss, but right now we need to find Kerrik. He will be worried sick and he’s probably looking for me right now.” She said hesitantly, “But I can’t do it without your help.” 
 
   “Andea, I met Kerrik yesterday for the first time. Our conversation lasted all of about five minutes before three dozen armed men and a fire mage kicked open the door to the tavern. They were apparently searching for you, with wizards as a secondary target, as they had a demon crystal that lit up in the presence of magic. Before they could check me, your brother started a commotion that drew their attention away. At the same time, he caused the crystal to light up, indicating he was a wizard. I’m sorry, but they hauled him away in a locked wagon.”
 
   She looked stricken, paused in her chewing and cocked her head slightly. “What will they do to him?” A tear was forming on the outsides of the ruins that were her eyes. I tore my gaze away and answered.
 
   “If they wanted him dead, they could have done it on the spot. My best guess is that they will hold him and try to make him work for them in some capacity.” 
 
   Andea gulped and her throat tightened at the thought, but then she surprised me by changing topics. “Would the crystal have lit up if it had gotten close to you?”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know, it depends on what the crystal reacts to. Me, personally, probably not, but I carry some items of magic that I wouldn’t want revealed.”
 
   “But you are a wizard?” 
 
   I sighed; this was getting uncomfortably close to areas that I usually don’t talk about. But I guess she already knew about my wild forms and I was reminded that she apparently knew somewhat more than that, as well. “I am a Druid, actually…but it’s not something I talk about to most people.”
 
   She nodded sympathetically. “That’s what Kerrik says, too. He doesn’t tell people he’s a wizard; I guess some bad stuff happened in the war. He says he won’t tell me about it until I’m older.”
 
   “Andea, who did this to you? And why are bad people after you?”
 
   She nibbled on a piece of root and oriented on my voice. “When I was nine, my oldest, and favorite brother, Kerrik, went off to war to fight against the undead for Elcance, since Ocanse didn’t favor the use of wizards. My father and mother were farmers; we had a medium-sized farm on the edge of Ocanse, but sadly, not far from the evil necromancer’s lands. Just before the end of the war when the Duke was winning, Ocanse fell and our farm was overrun. I don’t remember much about that night except the blood and the flames and my mother bundling me up and passing me off to a shepherd couple who watched our flock of sheep high up on the mountain. Their plan was to escape by following the wild goat trails that wound through the high passes. That was the last I ‘saw’ of any of my family.” 
 
   She cast her eyes down self-consciously and continued, “Anyway, it was bitterly cold and we walked for days through the deep snow on the mountains. Eventually, we made it across and ended up in a large camp for refugees from the war. Men, women, and children lived in tents in the snow, but at least the undead left us alone. I was there for six months or so, living in packs with the other orphans. One day we heard the war was over and most of the adults loaded up and went back to wherever they came from. I was lucky and had always been good with horses, so I managed to catch on with a small traveling caravan that sold cloth, pots, tools, and spices.”
 
   “What about the shepherd couple who took you from your home?” I interjected.
 
   She grimaced, remembering that detail. “They felt their duty ended when they delivered me to safety. They were well past child-rearing age and did not want the responsibility of raising a rambunctious young girl. One morning I woke up and they were just gone. So I was on my own…I worked for the caravan leader for several full cycles, mostly for a little food and the right to sleep with the horses at night. Once we even traveled close to my home, and I begged Jedaro, the caravan boss, to let me take a spare horse and ride to go see it.”
 
   Andea shook her head in dismay. “Ryliss, it was completely gone. Goblins, or whatever fell creatures, had burned all the buildings to the ground and nothing was spared. No one was around or working the land. I cried for an hour at the spot where I had last seen my parents, and then rejoined the caravan folk and never looked back. Time passed and life wasn’t so bad. I was eleven years old when the dreams started…”
 
   “Dreams?” I repeated.
 
   “Well, sort of like dreams, but they can happen when I’m awake, too. I see images of places and people doing things that haven’t happened yet. Sometimes I can recognize the players and they’re silent and other times I hear a narrative in my head like someone reading from a book explaining it all. But the words are always hard to understand, like someone really old is speaking. Sometimes I just get glimpses of light and darkness. It wasn’t long before I was riding alongside Jedaro leading the caravan. And every time we came to a fork in the road, he would ask me, ‘Which way, Andi?’ And I would tell him…if I knew…”
 
   She paused and grinned. “Pretty soon, we were the best and the luckiest caravan on the trails! Jedaro’s wagons were hardly ever hit by bandits or encountered bad weather. Oddly, we always seemed to arrive in the port towns just when new trade ships were docking, so we always had our pick of the best goods. Other caravan bosses would always ask Jedaro what his secret was and, for the most part, he would just laugh, point to his head, and smile. But every once in a while after a big score, he would go out drinking, and that’s when he would talk more than he should.
 
   “Late one afternoon, right after I turned fourteen, the caravan was bogged down. It had been a very wet spring and we had spent most of the day pulling our teams out of the mud and fighting our way up a mountainside. Everyone was in a foul mood, and to make matters worse, it started to rain again. We had finally made a couple miles of progress when we came to a fork, each trail going around a different side of the mountain. Jedaro looked at me and as usual asked ‘which way, Andi?’ Suddenly, I got a vision of spilled blood, bodies, and leering cruel faces, and I grabbed his arm. ‘Neither, Jedaro, we need to go back the way we came!’ But for once, he refused to listen to me. Even as I begged and pleaded with him, he chose the left path.”
 
   Andea stifled a sob. “A mile ahead, we came around a small copse of trees near the trail, and suddenly, we were set upon by mounted and armed men. The leader had heard of ‘Jedaro’s luck’. The caravan guards tried to fight, but it was useless; archers were hidden in the trees. Jedaro was slain right in front of my eyes, as were most of my caravan friends. I was captured, tied up, and thrown over a horse. A few of the others who survived were strung together and forced to walk.
 
   “A day and a half later, we arrived at a fortress still under construction, and we were told that we were now the property of the Grand Wizard Verledn. The entire place was being constructed with slave labor, both common and magical. The stronger wizards were overseeing and bullying the weaker ones who seemed to be doing all the work. The fortress had walls of stone and even a ring of deep water around it. The Grand Wizard himself came out to view us as we entered. He was about my father’s age, but he did not have nice eyes and he never smiled. He had white hair and always wore black robes and carried a big staff; he was really scary. After a few minutes of yelling and threats, the others I had been captured with gave me up right away as ‘Jedaro’s Luck’. But I was pretty sure the leader of the soldiers already knew that. I was shut up in Verledn’s tower and every day I was brought before him and he would ask me questions.”
 
   “What kind of questions?”
 
   “Why are the stars different but the moons are not? What can you tell me about a place called Sky Raven? And most importantly, if I ever saw winged people in my visions, I was to warn him immediately. But he seemed to be obsessed with this Sky Raven place because he asked about it daily. If he didn’t like my answers, he had the guards beat me until I told him what he wanted to hear. I tried to tell him that the visions come when they will and on their own terms, but he wouldn’t listen. Finally, I had had enough and decided I needed to escape.”
 
   If this Verledn is trafficking with demons, he should be obsessed with worrying about Sky Raven. I grinned, thinking about what Alex and Maya would do to him and his fortress.
 
   Andea continued, “Well, the first two times, they caught me before I got out of the tower. The third time, I was on the top of the outer wall trying to figure out how to get down when I was discovered. That turned out to be the bad one.”
 
   “Couldn’t your visions tell you when and where to go?” I asked.
 
   “No, see that’s one of the problems...I can never see myself in the visions. Now if I had escaped with someone else, I could have concentrated on that person and perhaps seen how they might have escaped, but I had no one.”
 
   “So when you told Kerrik to look for me in the tavern?”
 
   “It was really because Kerrik needed to find you, right…” She smiled, thinking about something. “By the same token, you need something, as well, Ryliss…”
 
   “What are you really, Andea?”
 
   “I would have thought you would have guessed by now. I’m a seer, a blind seer now, actually; quite the irony, huh?”
 
   I quickly reviewed my knowledge of the subject. “My people have no record of seers. I have heard that the Lifebane used them, but you are the first I have encountered. So are seers another form of wizard?”
 
   “I don’t know, Ryliss. I’m the only one I know of, although magic must run in my family as Kerrik is an air wizard.”
 
   “An air wizard! Well, that explains a lot,” I huffed, thinking about my experiences at Xarparion. Kerrik was certainly full of himself enough to be an air slinger.
 
   The girl frowned slightly in confusion but continued, “Anyway, the third time they dragged me back before Verledn, he was actually smiling, which was a very bad sign. He said he had been reading up on seers and he theorized that a seer’s magical senses could be made much more accurate if they weren’t competing with their natural senses. They held me down; I screamed, I begged, I promised on my mother’s grave that I would never run again. The very last thing I saw were the red-hot steel rods getting bigger and bigger.”
 
   I flinched in horror at her story; I’ll never understand humans. I looked again at the ragged black holes she had for eyes. As much as she tried to keep her eyelids closed, they still peeked out from time to time. “Andea, are you still in pain?”
 
   “A little,” she admitted grudgingly. “It’s been a month or more, but still there is an ache at the back that doesn’t go away. The first couple of days they just bandaged me and put some salve on them, after that nothing…”
 
   “Would you allow me to cast a healing spell on you? Druids aren’t real healers, not even close, and I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t return your sight, but it might make it feel better.”
 
   She tilted her head and smiled in my direction trustingly. “Only if you promise I won’t wake up braying like a donkey or wearing marmot teeth.”
 
   “Hardly, you don’t have to be asleep when I cast it; it doesn’t hurt or anything. Go ahead and finish your story, how does Kerrik enter the picture?” I started to summon the energy for the spell, letting it flow through my fingers, caressing the sides of her face.
 
   “Wow, that feels strange…I had been lying in my bed in what served as an infirmary for the better part of a week. As I said, my eyes were kept bandaged. In the middle of the night, I felt someone lift me up and carry me to the window. I thought it was a dream, I could feel the wind rushing through my hair, and it felt so nice and cooling. There was a jolt like a slight hop, and then someone wrapped me up in a warm blanket and I drifted back to my dreams. When I woke up, I could hear a male voice softly crying over me, “By the gods, Andi! I am so very sorry!” He kept repeating it over and over; then I reached up and touched a face that I had almost forgotten. That’s when I realized I still had a family.”
 
   I finished up the spell, my eyes teary as I assessed my work. The destroyed ragged hollowness of her eyes had filled in, and they were at least shaped naturally. But there was no color left at all, just a lid-to-lid opaque whiteness. Spooky to be sure, but they were no longer horrifying to look at. Andea fumbled around until she found my hands, then brought them up to her cheek, smiling. “Thank you, Ryliss, the ache and the phantom burning is gone, and I do feel much better, you are a good person…”
 
   “But how did Kerrik find you?” I blurted out, confused.
 
   Andi smiled brightly. “That is a story you will need to get from him, but I believe it started years ago and involved someone you very much would like to talk to…”
 
   “The golden?”
 
   “I can’t tell you specifically, but I feel strongly that the path to what you desire and my brother’s and my paths are strongly linked.”
 
   “This isn’t just some seer doubletalk just to persuade me to rescue your brother, is it?” I questioned, gently smoothing some of the hair away from her face.
 
   “Now would I do something like that to my new best friend?”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   An hour of firmly guiding Andea through the tightly packed birch, aspen, and beech brought us to within dark elf siege bow range of the tavern, a fact I mentioned to Andea in passing.
 
   “You can’t leave me at the tavern, Ryliss! Someone would surely turn me in to curry favor with Verledn!” 
 
   “Relax, Andi, I’m not taking you there. We’re meeting a friend of mine nearby, but I do need to find a place to hide you for a while…I don’t think the caves are safe anymore.”
 
   I pondered the situation, what to do with essentially a helpless human child? If my friend Jules were here, she would just ask Reggie to carve out a comfortable chamber in the ground or watch over her himself. But I wasn’t issued a powerful earth elemental with my Druid robes.
 
   “No, but you were blessed with me instead!” I heard ominously in my head, just before a half ton of inky blackness slammed into my back, vigorously rubbing her ears and snout across my clothes, reveling in my scent. Fortunately, I managed to keep my feet or she would have rolled on top of me as well. Grabbing her massive head, I ruffled the fur and hugged her enthusiastically. All the while Naurakka growled in what I recognized as her happy ritual of welcome.
 
   Andi stood frozen nearby, clearly afraid to move or even speak. I imagine with all the wrestling and growling sounds, she thought I was locked in a life and death struggle with a monster! And I was really, but the giggling and purring probably belied the whole mortal danger thing. Soon she was cocking her head in confusion.
 
   “Ryliss, are you ok?” she whispered frantically once the fighting died down.
 
   “Oh, better than ok!” I chuckled as I climbed on the back of my cat and started massaging her neck. As if her bones suddenly dissolved, Naurakka dropped to the ground, and a loud purring session ensued that made the ground vibrate. The Jag’uri rolled back and forth to make sure I hit all the good spots.
 
   “Andea, I would like to introduce Naurakka. Her name translates to ‘Fireclaws’ in common.”
 
   She cautiously slid forward and extended her hands until she came into contact with the broad cat’s head. Squatting down, Andi leaned forward so she could gently rub the huge triangular-shaped ears.
 
   “I like this one already.” 
 
   The girl smiled broadly as she ran her fingers over the animal. “Naurakka is the same kind of cat you became last night; the fur is the same softness. I bet she’s gorgeous to see.” 
 
   “Oh, she is. She is a Jag’uri Puma. But for now we need to find a place for you to stay while I locate your brother. Rakka, can you please stay here with Andi for a while? I need to look for a particular tree. Andea, Naurakka will watch over you while I’m gone.” I watched her nod resignedly as she continued to stroke the big cat.
 
   “No harm will come to the cub.”
 
   Setting out, I walked through the trees, casting about for a glade or open area that would look promising. I had watched Julia cast spells to summon dryads or spirits of the forest many times, but Jules was probably the most powerful Druid born in a thousand years. She always made it look easy; I’m pretty sure she could summon a dryad in the desert. I sent a silent prayer to the Earth Mother for her assistance, but really expected no response. 
 
   I happened upon a flat, grassy area. Judging by the lay of the land, I would have to say this was formerly a shallow pond or pool that had finally filled in enough for the grasses to take hold permanently. It probably still got pretty soggy after a good rain, but it had been weeks since that had last occurred. Twenty minutes had passed and I still hadn’t found a suitable tree. My mind alternated between searching and pondering what Andi had told me about her being a seer. I didn’t get the feeling I had gotten the complete story from her about everything either. Still crossing the meadow, I was startled to sense I was no longer alone. There was a short, dark-skinned human woman walking silently alongside me, step-for-step. I pulled up and stopped, dark elves are not typically known for letting anyone sneak up on them. She looked old, almost ancient; her face was like tanned leather and broadly featured. She was dressed in a long, dark green gown with colorful living flowers tied into her coiled long hair. Hummingbirds darted around her head, stopping periodically to sample the nectar from her hairpiece.
 
   “Hello, Ryliss, I am pleased to finally meet you,” she said aloud, her voice sounding high-pitched and strangely musical.
 
   I froze and the little hairs on the back of my neck rose straight up. The only other time I can remember that happening was in the presence of King Alex’s parents, the Nova. Dropping to my knees, I bowed my head and dutifully whispered, “How may I serve you, Earth Mother?”
 
   She smiled and chuckled, the sound of her voice like wind chimes. “You already serve me very well, my child. Please stand and walk with me for a ways.” I did as she requested and fell in with her as we continued our walk through the tall grass, stealing glances at her when I could.
 
   “My dear, I would have you deliver a message to your King Alex for me.” 
 
   “Certainly, but why would you choose me for this task? King Alex already counts Julia and Lin as kin, and as real Druids, surely they would possess more credibility with the King.”
 
   Her laugh pealed out across the warm meadow like small bells. “It is always the questions with you, young scholar, isn’t it? Don’t worry, I am not offended. In fact, I find you strangely refreshing. And don’t ever believe you are not a ‘real Druid’ just because you did not attend some wizard school. Being as one with nature comes from the heart, not a spell book.”
 
   “But there lies the crux of the matter,” I said resignedly. “I would feel more comfortable with the spellbook, or any book for that matter. If it weren't for Naurakka, I would be a total fraud in the forest.”
 
   “Times are changing and my guardians of nature must be intelligent and resourceful enough to change with them. My Druids can no longer wade into the fray animating trees, causing floods, and wielding plagues of locusts. There are currently only ten living Druids on the entire planet…well, make that eleven,” she said, tilting her head as if contemplating a private joke only she was privy to, and then continued, a frown crossing her face. “I lost hundreds of my guardians to the undead and the human armies that attempted to use the Druid’s powers for their own purposes. It will be centuries before those losses can be replaced, if ever.”
 
   “If ever?”
 
   “Trouble brews on the horizon, young Druid, and therein lies the message. The gods of this world, weakened though they are, are very angry. Even though the Nova saved this world from destruction, they feel as though Sky Raven is nothing more than a Nova-based foothold to take over this planet. They are jealous of the power and want Sky Raven either subjugated or destroyed.”
 
   “But King Alex has no designs on ruling the world. He will only interfere if there is demon magic involved,” I protested.
 
   She stopped, winked at me, and chuckled. “I know that, Ryliss. Alex is a good man, and he and Maya are wise and fair rulers.”
 
   “Forgive me, Earth Mother, but now I am really confused. On one hand, you maintain the gods of this world are angry at Sky Raven, and on the other, you acknowledge that he is a good ruler. I mean, aren’t you one of the gods of this world, as well?’
 
   She sighed and continued walking with a quickening pace and a fierce determination. “I am the Earth Mother; I existed before the first primordial ooze washed up on a rock and decided to make it home. Do not count me among these late-coming pretenders that call themselves the gods of men. I require no worshippers to survive, nor is my power based on their prayers or numbers. I will continue to exist until the day our ‘new sun’ becomes old and burns all life on this world to a crisp and it once again becomes a lifeless rock.”
 
   “Well, then, can’t you just tell the gods of men to back down?”
 
   “Child, I prefer not to interfere in the ways of man or their ridiculous gods. You forget while I am the deity of fluffy goslings, pretty daisies, and delicate waterfalls…” She punctuated this by making a stunningly beautiful turquoise and orange flower rise up out of the mossy floor and paused for effect. “…I am also the goddess of tsunamis, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions.” I shuddered as the ground split directly under the pretty flower revealing molten lava, which instantly crisped all the plant life in a five-foot circle, and turned it to dust. “At any time, if I choose, I could destroy all life on this planet down to pond scum. I’ve done it many, many times; entertaining, yes, in the short run, but oh so boring waiting for new results. Humans, in another time and another place, might say that I have anger management issues, which is why I have you Druids, to handle all the annoying human and elf situations. 
 
   “Besides, I am much too busy. As much as I appreciate that the planet was not incinerated, the solution the Nova came up with certainly messed up the natural world. The new solar day is slightly off and the tides still aren’t right. I have geese flying the wrong directions even after five years, but then again, geese were never my most brilliant fowl. Salmon migrations are still bollixed, and don’t even get me started on the cicadas and their migraine problems…”
 
   I shook my head dubiously, choosing to ignore her complaints. “But yet, aren’t you interfering and taking sides by giving King Alex this warning?”
 
   She giggled and then tilted her head expressively. “I need to remember never to engage an academic in a debate. To put it bluntly, my young dark elf, I admit I favor King Alex’s position in all of this. That’s why three of my best Druids call Sky Raven home. Besides,” she paused as if deciding what else to reveal, “in a way, Alex is as much my son as he is the Nova’s.” The confusion on my face must have spoken volumes, as she smiled sheepishly and continued, “You recall the Nova needed to negotiate with the gods of this world to obtain a body for Alex before he could be born.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “So what does a god of thunder, a god of wine, or a goddess of beauty, know about creating a living, breathing organism out of thin air? Pffft, I’ll tell you! Absolutely nothing! They were in an absolute panic when they heard the Nova’s request.”
 
   “And so they were forced to come to you, Earth Mother,” I filled in.
 
   “That’s correct, child, and it was quite a piece of work, too. Besides being genetically perfect, I added a few small enhancements of my own. So you see, I like to think I had a tiny part in Alex’s success, and…” she grinned, “there may have been a few other timely aids thrown in as well.”
 
   “I will give King Alex your words, Earth Mother,” I said, sensing the discussion was nearly over. “I have a blind human girl that I must escort to safety; would it be possible for you to heal her affliction?”
 
   “No, child, the young seer’s path is already set in motion; any interference on my part would be detrimental to all. But the threads of your destinies are intertwining as we speak; follow your heart. Now, I believe we have reached the object of your search.”
 
   I had been so absorbed in the conversation that I really wasn’t paying attention to where we were going. I looked around curiously, what I had been searching for was a grand old formidable oak tree because I was hoping to coax out a dryad that would agree to watch over Andea. But the clearing where we were currently standing contained only a scrawny young laurel tree that looked like every moose and deer in the forest used for its personal scratching post.
 
   “Umm, Earth Mother, I was searching for a large oak…”
 
   “Yes, I know dear, but Daphne, here, needs a mentor…”
 
   “Daphne?”
 
   My companion stretched out her staff and tapped the side of the small tree. Instantly, there was a shimmer, a bending of the light around it, and just like someone slipping through the parting of a curtain, a young woman stepped out. She had short, spiky jet-black hair, dark, almost obsidian eyes, and attractive human features with a small button nose. When she saw me, her eyes grew very wide, and she nervously tried to smooth out the wrinkles in the dark green shift she wore over threadbare leggings. 
 
   When she shifted her gaze to the Earth Mother, she started to stutter, “M…My…” Then her eyes rolled back into her head and she slumped to the ground, instantly transforming into a large black bunny rabbit. The creature had its eyes closed tightly as it flopped over on its side and kicked spastically as if it were having a fit of some kind.
 
   Stifling a laugh, I looked askance at the goddess, who winced and remarked, “Hmmm, her first impression skills need some work, I will grant you that.”
 
   “What is she?”
 
   The Earth Mother looked up from watching the display on the ground and sighed. “She, my young Druid, is an anomaly…a mistake…an abomination…a freak of nature, if you will.” She caught my shocked expression. “Oh, don’t worry, I mean that in the nicest possible way. Much of my best work starts out that way; its how new species come to be.”
 
   “But...”
 
   She smiled innocently. “I will be going now, Ryliss; you should have more than enough to do for a while. Keep up the good work. I do believe your other companions are becoming anxious.” At the last word, her image folded, changed, and shrunk down to a small gray dove, which then flittered off into the larger trees beyond and disappeared.
 
   A few seconds later, Naurakka stalked into the clearing with a cackling and very excited Andea riding on her back. I reached down and scooped up the rabbit, cradling the poor shivering creature in my arms.
 
   “Excellent! You found me a morning snack,” Naurakka sent across our bond.
 
   “No, this isn’t an ordinary rabbit,” I returned, trying to massage the creature out of its state of shock. The big cat moved closer and sniffed Daphne experimentally.
 
   “It smells edible enough. Is it dangerous? I heard about this bunny once that lives in a cave that killed many…”
 
   “No,” I interrupted, talking out loud, “she’s not dangerous; at least, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Who’s not dangerous?” Andi said, still astride Naurakka.
 
   “Well, that’s the thing, I’m not sure what she is, Andi, some sort of shape shifter. Right now, she’s an unconscious bunny rabbit.”
 
   Finally, rubbing the back and feet of the creature paid off, as I saw her eyes slide open languidly; at least until they fixed on Naurakka, whose panting face was still just inches away. Suddenly, she became wild in my arms, struggling to escape, but I had a firm hold on her body and my other hand held her long ears like a vise.
 
   “Enough struggling, Daphne! Naurakka isn’t going to eat you!”
 
   “Well, maybe later,” the puma sent archly, as Andea slid gingerly off her back onto her feet. Huffing, the big cat moved off to the shade at the edge of the meadow and stretched out. As soon as the puma was out of immediate sight, the bunny started to elongate and become heavier, until I had a girl in my arms, with her fingers interlaced around my neck and her face grinning up at me.
 
   “Thank you for rescuing me from the ferocious beast. Kiss me and I’m yours forever!” She laughed, her dark eyes sparkling in the morning light. “But…oww, next time, mind the ears!”
 
   “Ummm, before we get to that ‘yours forever’ part,” I said doubtfully, lowering her feet to the ground and removing her clinging arms, “what are you exactly?”
 
   A flash of sadness crossed her features and she dropped heavily to the ground, drew her knees up, hugging them, and buried her face in her arms. “No one ever takes me up on the ‘kiss me and I’m yours forever’ offer. I’m just pathetic. None of the other nymphs have this problem. They all have brave, handsome knights searching the woods for them, and believe me, they get a lot more than a stupid kiss! Then, of course, they have to parade them by my poor sad little tree and show how superior they are.” By this time, she was sobbing uncontrollably. Andi walked over cautiously, centering on the sound, and put a comforting hand on Daphne’s shoulder.
 
   “It’s going to be alright; Ryliss and I are going to be your new best friends now.”
 
   She looked up in tears. “Huh? You don’t even know me; you’ll both hate me when you find out what I am,” she wailed, and I saw her feet twitch erratically like she was poised to return to rabbit form.
 
   “I doubt that,” I interrupted. “The Earth Mother wouldn’t have brought us here otherwise.”
 
   Daphne’s eyes widened in alarm. “You mean that wasn’t the carrot buzz talking? She was really here?”
 
   I nodded impatiently. “Yes, of course, she was here. Now, Daphne, get to the explanation!”
 
   She glanced down at the ground with resignation. “Fine, I’m only half nymph; my sire was a pooka. Are you happy now?” 
 
   “A pooka?” I echoed in disbelief, and then I recited what I knew of them. “Types of earth fae, pooka are mischievous tricksters that can lean to either good or evil. Shape changers, they normally have three or more assumable forms, usually a horse, goat or rabbit. They are considered very rare, with only about half a dozen recorded encounters noted in the archives of my people. The famed explorer, Maglor Elsenfiir, reported an incident on his storied Eregjhael highland forest expedition that involved an albino pooka…” I stopped as both of my companions were staring at me with mouths hanging open in disbelief.
 
   “Wow, I bet you really are the life of a party,” Daphne muttered. “Anyway, there you have it. Yup, a real life, half-nymph, half-pooka. Save the nickering behind my back, horny-as-a goat and, of course, the humping-like-a-bunny comparisons; I’ve heard them all.”
 
   I shook my head and changed the subject. “So what can you do differently than a regular nymph?” 
 
   She sighed. “Basically, I’m not tied down to any one specific tree. I can actually move around in any of my forms. I only need a tree to make a true home in and any laurel will do. That’s one of the reasons the other nymphs hate me so much. If they get more than a hundred yards from their personal tree, they start to wilt.”
 
   “So you actually intentionally picked this particular…specimen, then?” I said, appraising the pathetic looking tree. 
 
   “Not really, but the other nymphs bribed the woodcutters to cut down all the other nearby laurels. They left me this one to shame me, and I don’t know where to go to find a better one. I was born here and I’ve never left this forest.” 
 
   “Yet you are intelligent and well-spoken,” I complimented. “Not what anyone would expect from someone who spent their entire life in an isolated spot of the forest.” 
 
   “Yeah, well…the pooka side isn’t without a few advantages,” she muttered resentfully under her breath.
 
   “Daphne…I need a favor.” 
 
   “You’re a powerful Druid, you know the Earth Mother personally, and you need help from someone like me?” she asked haltingly. She looked at Andi to see if she was sharing in the joke, which, of course, she wasn’t.
 
   “Yes, I need someone to watch over Andea while I rescue her brother from an evil mage. It would have to be somewhere safe, like inside your tree.”
 
   “My tree? I don’t know…I wasn’t really expecting company and it’s kind of a mess…”
 
   “Daphne, in case you haven’t noticed, Andea is blind.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’s great then…” she said, grabbing Andi by the wrist and pulling her gently toward the tree. “You can call me Daffi…everyone does.”
 
   “I can certainly believe that,” I whispered under my breath.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her! It will be fun to have someone who isn’t mean to talk to,” the half-nymph said brightly. Then she drew Andea through the shimmering portal and they were gone.
 
   Naurakka sidled up alongside me and snarled, “A pooka? Oh, this is going to get interesting!” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Kerrik
 
   Before I even opened my eyes, the stench of piss, vomit, and rancid sweat told me it was not going to be a good day. I could feel my wrists manacled with steel to the cold stone wall behind me as I sat on a similarly cold floor. The only difference being the floor was wet. I tried not to think about what was causing the wetness as I forced my eyelids to obey me and open. Everything felt puffy and swollen, and then I remembered the beating, or rather beatings. The first at the tavern had been mild compared to the one administered after the five-hour ride in the freight wagon. 
 
   I assumed I was in the castle of the wizard Verledn; for such new construction, the stench of corruption was already ingrained in the stone. The only other time I had been here was in the middle of the night, and this holding cell hadn’t been on my places-to-visit list. Taking a deep breath, I ran my tongue along my teeth to ascertain whether or not they still existed. They did, but the movement stirred up the clotting blood pooled in my mouth and I nearly retched.
 
   Light was beginning to filter lazily through a small grate high up on the wall over my head, so at least we weren’t underground. More likely a stone prison somewhere inside the walls, but not too close to the main courtyard. As more light lifted the gloom, I could see I was in a twenty-by-twenty or so room with a planked wooden ceiling. At one end, a steel fence with a padlocked gate separated us from a grim-looking guard holding a heavy crossbow. Behind him was the real door to this cell, a heavy wooden affair with a sliding viewing portal which opened, I assumed, outside.
 
   Inside the cell with me were three other prisoners; two men and a woman. I recognized the couple as being the same one I had shared my wagon ride with, but both seemed asleep at the moment. As I was moving my pounding head around to see better, the other man roused himself from his thoughts and cleared his throat.
 
   “Kerrik? Is that you, boy?”
 
   “Flight Wizard Marson?” I answered shakily, recognizing the voice from my years in the army. Somehow, I still wasn’t getting my jaw to work quite right.
 
   “The same. How in the world did they catch you? I would have thought you were too smart for that.”
 
   “Well, there was this girl in a tavern…” I explained. As the light increased, I was able to make out the form of the grizzled old wind wizard chained across from me. Gray hair, unkempt beard, and filthy robe; he was a far cry from the stalwart superior officer I served under for two years. He frowned.
 
   “Well, that doesn’t sound like the Kerrik Beratin I knew.” He coughed dryly and tried to spit, but couldn’t. “You never were one for drinking to excess or chasing skirts as I recall.”
 
   “I was working in the tavern and trying to keep Verledn’s apes away from the girl.”
 
   “Aye, well, that makes perfect sense then.”
 
   “Sir, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Same as last time, lad. I’m ashamed to say I’ve been through this before,” he wheezed and shifted his weight somewhere more comfortable. “The first time they didn’t have the walls up yet, and they held us in tents. I was lucky to escape that time and I swore never again, but ever since the war, the call of the wine bottle has been louder than my good sense. They caught me sleeping it off in a stable next to an inn on the Parksburg road and I was too drunk to run. Same as last time, they’ll hold us for three or four days to weaken and break us. No food and barely enough water to work up a spit. After that, the ones who still show defiance will have their throats cut, and the compliant ones will be put to work finishing the castle or be made part of Verledn’s army.” He coughed again and swallowed as if in pain. “The last I heard, you were off to the Bermant village battle. That was a hard one to take and, to be honest; I didn’t think you made it out, boy.”
 
   “Another battle where they spent us like so much chaff,” I said woodenly. “They ordered spell after spell cast, and then we started to drop from exhaustion. The cavalry skirmishers that were supposed to be screening us scattered at the first ghoul attack. I woke up a few hours later with a zombie gnawing on the arm of the wizard next to me like some kind of bloody dog chewing a bone. By that time, the battle was long over and whatever troops we had left had moved off. I had just enough strength to wind myself into a tree. Lucky for me, there was plenty of food on the ground and the new and remaining undead ignored me until I recovered enough power to escape.”
 
   “But I’m guessing you had to sit in that tree and helplessly watch your entire cadre be slaughtered in front of your eyes.” The old man supplied sympathetically.
 
   I kept my eyes firmly affixed to the stone floor but nodded in affirmation. “The worst were the ones who woke up as they were being eaten; their screams still haunt me every night when I dream.”
 
   “What did you do then?”
 
   I shrugged. “Did my duty, waited, and rejoined the army, or the scraps that were left of it, a few miles away. We fought a holding action for a couple days until the dead backed us up to a fast-moving river, and we didn’t have enough earth wizards to make a bridge. Then just when it looked like it was drown or be eaten, the undead turned around and left.”
 
   “They left?”
 
   “Yeah, pulled away for some bigger battle somewhere else…I don’t know, we were in no position to argue the point. Oddly, that was the last I saw of the armies of undead. Oh, a straggler here and there, but just singles. Whatever formed them into a cohesive army was broken.” 
 
   “Did you ever hear where they went?” he croaked, trying to moisten his lips with his tongue. I noticed the other two prisoners were awake and now listening to our conversation. 
 
   “No, just the same rumors that have been flying around ever since,” I said quietly. “But it must have gone badly for the necromancer, which is fine in my book.”
 
   “I heard the Lifebane lost a bet with the gods and they threw him into the sun. He so tainted it that the gods had to make us a new one,” the woman hissed vehemently joining the conversation.
 
   I raised a skeptical eyebrow, but I guess her explanation wasn’t any worse than the other farfetched ideas I had heard, which ranged from a army of paladins taking him down, to a dragon that lived on the moon swooping across space and swallowing the Duke whole. Apparently, the necromancer meal didn’t sit well and the dragon then vomited new stars into our sky.
 
   Worn out by injury, weakness and lack of food, we all drifted back to sleep. The next time I woke up, it appeared to be late afternoon or early evening and the guard was changing. While there were two of them, the newly arrived guard used his keys to open up the gate and went around and checked everyone’s bindings while the old guard watched, weapon ready. Satisfied, he retreated back behind the gate and locked it, and the previous guard was free to leave. I watched all this carefully as it would make sense that if there was to be any escape attempt, it would have to be when the gate was open.
 
   Unfortunately, it appeared the guards knew their business, and the way my head was pounding, it didn’t seem like some grand scheme was going to pop into it anytime soon. The new guardsman barely had time to sneer at us properly before a small gray finch landed on the window grate and chirped a few times before it winged into the room and back out. I guess it didn’t like the accommodations any better than we did. I settled back against the stone and watched the guard and my now silent companions.
 
   A light tapping sounded on the outside door, and the guard uttered some form of low curse, got up off his chair and slid open the viewing portal. Whoever was on the outside must have been acceptable, because he muttered something about being early and started unbolting the outer door.
 
   I looked across at Marson, and I saw him straighten up and lick his parched lips in anticipation. A wizened old woman, dressed in little more than rags, was let through the door carrying a sloshing bucket and a ladle.
 
   “That’s old Annie,” he whispered. “Smile nice and you might get an extra ounce or two.”
 
   The old woman puttered aimlessly with her burden for a few seconds while the guard re-locked the door. When he turned around, a lightning fast roundhouse kick caught him in the throat, flung him back and his head snapped against the stone lintel over the low doorway. He crumpled soundlessly to the floor. That was an impressive kick for an old woman! I watched as she effortlessly dragged the body off to the side and relieved it of its keys. She quickly unlocked the gate and walked confidently over to me, shaking her head as she bent down to unlock my restraints.
 
   “I always suspected the quality of your music would land you in a place like this someday, Master Bard,” she said sadly. The voice was familiar, rich, and her jibe was well delivered, certainly no old crone spoke any of it.
 
   “Ryliss?” I whispered, making the connection immediately. “What are you doing here? Did you find my sister? Is she safe?”
 
   “Whoa, slow down, Kerrik. Yes, your sister is well and being taken care of.” Rising shakily to my feet, bone and muscle feeling like mush, I would have hugged her if I didn’t stink so badly. Instead, I leaned heavily against the wall to brace myself. “Thank you, Ryliss, you don’t know how much that means to me. I swear I will try and repay you.”
 
   She smiled dangerously. “Be careful what you promise, Kerrik. You don’t know who, or what you are pledging yourself to.”
 
   “I hope to change that… Now what is your plan for getting us out of this hole?”
 
   “You’re a wind wizard; can’t you just fly out of here once you’re freed?” she smirked with her hands placed jauntily on her hips. It was very disconcerting to see a ragged old woman mimicking a young girl’s coltish moves. 
 
   Picturing her as the young local girl I met yesterday, I cleared my mind of the distractions and leaned closer to her to whisper, “At full strength, yes, but not in the shape we’re all in right now. Besides, only two of us are wind wizards; the other two are water and have nothing to work with here.” I made a motioning gesture to the other chained prisoners. Ryliss glanced at the others and winced, and I could tell she hadn’t counted on taking a full group out of here. Stifling a brief sigh, she walked over and unlocked their restraints, helped them to their feet, and even retrieved the water bucket. She passed each of them a full ladle of cool, clean water. 
 
   As my fellow captives massaged feeling back into arms and legs and helped themselves to more water, Ryliss slid back over to me and whispered, “Ok, so what can you do? Invisibility? If so, can you use it on others? How about summon a wind elemental? Can you cast chain lightning?” She stopped the questions abruptly, noting that I was standing there dumbfounded with my mouth hanging open. “What? Those are first year spells at Xarparion.”
 
   “Ryliss, you either have no experience with wizards or the wizards you do know are way more powerful than I can imagine. I can’t do any of those spells, I was only taught fly, observation, and some communication cantrips…I picked up a few minor spells on my own, but nothing like you’re talking about. Besides, Xarparion is just a myth; I’ve never talked to anyone who’s even been there.” 
 
   She grinned toothlessly and tilted her head. “I can assure you, Kerrik, I know a wizard or two. Explain to me what your observation spell does.”
 
   “It’s like a lesser fly spell, but it takes a lot less magic and concentration. Basically, you can take yourself and one other person, usually an officer, straight up into the air so you can survey the battlefield. The downside is that you can only go straight up and straight down. There is no ability to move around once you’re airborne, although a stiff wind will cause you to drift some.”
 
   “Can both of you cast this spell?”
 
   “Of course, it’s a basic wind corps spell.” 
 
   “So you could each take one of the water wizards and ascend high up into the air?” she questioned, her brow crinkling even more than wrinkles could account for.
 
   “Yes, but in our condition, we’ll only be able to manage fifteen minutes or so of hang time; after that, we’ll drop back to earth. Also, the maximum height is only about two hundred feet so we would be sitting ducks for crossbows and fireballs. I don’t see how that helps us escape. There are five of us and the spell only allows one ‘passenger’ at a time.”
 
   She put a hand on my chest and looked me squarely in the eye. They were deep green eyes, shining with the brightness of youth. “You don’t worry about how I get away,” Ryliss asserted. “I have my own methods, and your observation spell will do nicely for an escape plan. When you cast it, make sure the four of you link arms so that you rise and hover as a single unit. No matter what happens or what you see, do not break apart…I will handle the rest.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Shhusshh, I do not want to have to explain to Andi that you died because you were stupid!”
 
   “You’re kind of bossy for an old crone, you know,” I retorted.
 
   “Oh, you have no idea…” She smiled and turned to the others, who had been listening attentively, raising her voice slightly. “Out the door and around the corner to the left is a dead-end alleyway. That’s probably the best place for you to form up and cast your spells. It’s almost dark. Hopefully, you won’t be noticed right away. I will defend the alley entrance until I am sure you are up and away…any questions?”
 
   “I don’t see how any of this can work,” the female water mage complained. She looked about forty, but being a wizard, was probably older. Stringy dark hair, wearing farmer’s wife clothes, she had hands that attested to a life of hard labor. “And I’m sure I don’t want to be taken two hundred feet into the air and made a pincushion out of…”
 
   “I agree with Marjoree,” the other water caster chimed in. Balding and stoop-shouldered, he too looked more like a lifelong farmer than a wizard. “It’s insane.” 
 
   “No, it’s insane to stay here and either get our throats cut, or worse,” Marson growled firmly. “We have no choice; we won’t get a second chance.” With a sigh and a helpless shrug, the other two wizards acquiesced and Marson added, “If this woman was resourceful enough to break in here, I have to believe she is resourceful enough to break us out.”
 
   While all this discussion was going on, I noticed Ryliss had moved back to the dead guard and stripped him of his leather belt, sliding a boot knife out of its sheath. She deftly split the strap lengthwise and joined the ends to make a large leather ring. Stalking quickly back to me, she looped it under my arms and tied it off firmly, leaving a pigtail of leather in the back.
 
   “Do I even want to ask?” I said, looking at her handiwork askance.
 
   “No.” The creature that appeared to be an old woman chuckled in a young woman’s playful voice. “Just remember what I told you and don’t panic no matter what you hear or see.” Motioning us all to the door, she whispered, “I’ll go out first with my water bucket. If it’s all clear, l will open the door. When I do, move decisively. Good luck!” 
 
   She paused and then slid out the door noiselessly. A moment later, it reopened and a hand frantically waved us out. The other wizards exited left along the building and I followed. Ryliss just stood there pretending to dither around with her water bucket and ladle, but I could see she was scanning everywhere for trouble. As luck would have it of course, trouble was exactly what she found.
 
   Two laughing male guards in light leather armor rounded the corner of another low building, not thirty feet away. I’m not sure who was surprised more, them or me, but to their credit they shook it off quickly. Shouting out a hue and cry that I’m sure could be heard throughout the compound, they drew their long swords and raced to the attack. Cautiously, I backed away down the alley, and the two of them charged right past Ryliss who seemed to be crouched fearfully next to her water bucket. They were almost in my face, so close I could see their yellow teeth and lips peeled back in savage grins as they raised their swords to strike me down. I didn’t even have a decent spell handy that I could get off in time.
 
   Suddenly something large and wooden collided sharply with the skull of the one on the left. Then it swung past, looped elegantly and accelerated into a vicious uppercut that snapped back the chin of the other. It broke apart in the process, sending shards of oak bucket and water droplets spraying high into the air. Both guards dropped to the ground as if pole-axed, revealing a grinning old woman standing behind them with just a scrap of rope in her hand.
 
   Before I could say anything, more shouting bravos arrived at the mouth of the alley. Ryliss tossed the remains of her bucket aside and lithely snatched up the swords of the fallen guardsmen, tossing one to me grip first. 
 
   “You know how to use one of these?” she growled an almost catlike sound. I nodded as we retreated a little farther down the alley and turned to face three more guards who were cautiously stepping over the bodies of their comrades and entering the fray. Our swords clashed with a scream of metal.
 
   The first thing I noticed was that Ryliss knew her way around a sword. While I’m not an expert, I did force myself to train with the regulars in the army for several years, reasoning that one couldn’t depend on magic to pull you out of every scrape. I count myself a decent swordsman, but of the three opponents that crowded down the alleyway trying to skewer us, she easily left two of them clutching their guts in the dirt at our feet, while I was still struggling to fend off and dispatch one. Seeing his two companions taken down so quickly, my guy panicked at the thought of having to face us both and overreached. His eyes glazing over as my blade slid past his breastplate’s opening for his armpit, dividing his heart. Backing down the alley further, we faced more brigands joining the attack, this time with shields and axes.
 
   “Time for you and your friends to leave, Master Bard!” Ryliss’ voice rang out above the din of battle.
 
   “I can’t leave you...you’ll be overwhelmed!” I shouted back.
 
   “Follow the plan! Put aside your silly wind wizard arrogance and follow orders, soldier, I mean it!” she barked and shoved me behind her with her free hand. Ok, that last remark stung a bit! Throwing my sword angrily at the oncoming horde, I turned and ran down the alley to where the other three wizards stood bunched up nervously. Marson and I cast our spells with the other two hanging on for dear life. A small puff of air and our feet left the ground. One foot high, two, then ten and finally, we were rising straight up above the single story rooftops that made up most of the buildings in the outer courtyard.
 
   The place was a stirred up anthill alright! Guards were converging on the sounds of battle from all over the castle. The only good I could see from all this was that the loud clash of swords drew footmen into the fray and not archers. I strained to see what was happening with Ryliss, but there were intervening rooftops blocking my view. The sounds of steel on steel convinced me that she fought on. By now, we were forty or fifty feet in the air, well above the outer curtain wall and the wall sentries were taking notice. From our vantage point, we had a bird’s eye view of most of what was going on below us, but I still couldn’t see Ryliss.
 
   “Looks like the sentries are sending for more crossbows,” Marson said shakily, and the two water wizards just moaned in dread fear.
 
   Looking down, I was still concentrating on the sounds of battle, but suddenly the swordplay went silent, and an angry roar rose up from the guardsmen below. That’s when I spotted Ryliss sprinting across the rooftops, a boiling, frenzied, sword-waving crowd of warriors chasing behind her at ground level.
 
   Normally this would be almost comical given that the rough, tough bravos were chasing what appeared to be an elderly woman who was making them all look silly by running them around in circles. A few of them attempted to climb on the shoulders of their comrades and hack at her feet as she passed, but she skipped over them like a child in a daisy field and continued her dangerous dance. Finally, I saw her stop, drop elegantly into a formal bow, arms extended like a stage performer, and contemptuously toss her sword sideways into the crowd. Then she raced ahead, dropping out of sight behind a building at the back of the compound, pursuers swarming after her like ants from a stirred up nest.
 
   The grin on my face was wiped away rudely as I felt a harsh tug at my arm. I looked down to see my sleeve had just been shredded by a crossbow bolt that had ripped its way past and continued off into the night air. Damn that was close!
 
   Two more bolts whistled past our heads. We were probably a hundred feet or more up in the air now, dangling like a ripe piece of fruit above the fray. We would be well within deadly crossbow range even once we reached the spell’s maximum altitude. Below us, several dozen grinning crossbowmen had assembled in the courtyard and were preparing to use us for target practice.
 
   “Kerrik, it has been an honor knowing you,” Marson rasped. Marjoree started to weep softly with the other farmer, who I now assumed to be her husband, trying to comfort her.
 
   The sounds of cocking weapons of war were interrupted by an inhuman screech that ripped through the air. I spotted several wall sentries, who were the closest foes to us, point and stare in disbelief. I couldn’t see what they were so animated about, as I was facing away and had no way to swivel my point of view. Suddenly, I was buffeted by blasts of air and felt the belt cinched under my arms jerk sharply and tighten. Below us, the ground seemed to blur and we were moving in great haste. All of the crossbowmen in the courtyard who had been taking their time readying our execution, now started loading frantically. In seconds, we were swept out over the main curtain wall, blocking all shots from the courtyard. The wall guards, however, slapped their weapons onto the battlements and took careful aim.
 
   I felt a sudden searing pain in my thigh, which told me that one of the heavy bolts had found its mark; luckily a flight of half a dozen more narrowly missed the four of us. The pain was excruciating, and I struggled to maintain the concentration I needed to keep us aloft. A hurried glance down told me we were moving very fast now, at least as fast as the fly spell would have moved me alone. Clenching my jaw, with the leather belt still painfully taut against my chest, I looked up and saw huge eagle feathers rhythmically sweeping the starry sky above me. Neata, our brightest moon, was rising in her full glory and it allowed me to pick up on the blue and while coloring above me.
 
   “A Fenorian eagle?” I said in wonder, even as my identifying vision began to dance and swim a little. The pain in my thigh seemed to be lessening, but I felt strange. 
 
   Marjoree shifted her grip on me. She had been concentrating on the ground far below us for several minutes, and now announced, “We’re out over the forest now, I doubt they’ll follow us in the dark, but tomorrow you can be sure they will be on our trail. If we can get to our farm, we can get clothes and provisions and flee from this awful place, but…”
 
   “I know,” I grimaced, “we’re just passengers right now. Where is your farm?”
 
   She held out an arm and pointed. “See that river? If we follow it for three miles or so, it will take us right to it…I don’t suppose the eagle…” As if by command, our course changed and in a matter of moments, we were cruising high above the river.
 
   Sweat was running profusely down my forehead and nausea was a real possibility, but it wasn’t from the joyride or the exertion of maintaining the spell. “The observation spell is starting to weaken!” Marson shouted warily, and I could perceptively feel the slow eroding loss of altitude. We were coming down, and as if in reaction to our words, the large bird beat its wings faster, giving us a small amount of lift and greater speed for a short while.
 
   “There it is,” Marjoree whispered excitedly. “I never thought to see it again!” We were sinking a lot faster now, and my vision was starting to tunnel. At thirty feet above the trees, we finally cleared the last of the forest and swooped ever closer down toward level farmland. I distantly felt the belt harness go slack, and our forward momentum slowed to next to nothing. We just hung there slowly descending to earth like a downy feather.
 
   Oddly, I just felt numb as my feet hit the ground, and it really didn’t register that my legs crumpled under me as I slid limply to the earth. My eyes closed and my heart hammered ineffectively in my chest. I think I blanked out for few seconds, but I eventually roused enough to hear the discussion going on around me as if from a distance above.
 
   “He’s lost a lot of blood,” Marjoree whispered fearfully, apparently examining me in detail. “He’ll die if we don’t get that quarrel out of his leg, but I’m pretty sure he’ll bleed out even faster if we pull it out. Looks like it nicked a big artery.”
 
   “Well, we can’t take him with us in this condition, that’s for sure,” the other water wizard huffed as if daring the others to disagree with him. “He’s unconscious, best to just let him drift off and never wake up…that’s the kindest way to go.”
 
   Huh! I struggled to move, but an extreme debilitating weariness settled over my body, and I knew I was done for.
 
   “It’s a damn shame, that’s what it is,” Marson added sadly. “He survived years of war, and then to die like this with a brigand’s arrow in his leg…well it doesn’t seem fair! But you’re right; it might be a kindness to just let him go.”
 
   The three of them whispered some heartfelt thanks for my part in rescuing them, and then they were gone. I considered it for a few seconds and couldn’t even muster up any anger at them. I had faced similar instances with comrades’ deaths on the battlefield, with the same detached impassionate logic. It was just another survival mechanism that soldiers employed, plain and simple.
 
   I was cold and exhausted. I was actually looking forward to drifting off to sleep when my ears detected rapid light steps approaching and a short cry of dismay, as someone knelt by my side and placed cool fingertips on my throat. So tired…I heard a voice, a low melodious voice begging me to hold onto…something? She sounded nice and I wanted to please her by doing what she asked, but sleep was becoming too insistent. Just before I dozed off, I felt bare hands explore my chest, and I remember they felt warm.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The wizard Verledn sat uneasily at an inlaid gold filigree table in his personal tower of his new keep. The table didn’t match any of the other sparse furnishings, which did not match each other either, the drawbacks of pillaging as a redecorating source. Verledn tapped irritably at a hardboiled egg and scowled at the two men standing in front of him. 
 
   One was a fighting man, a type that Verledn had never been particularly comfortable around. Outfitted in studded leather armor with metal plates sewn on in strategic places, Marl Fremvoller was one of the few mercenaries in the wizard’s employ who actually had military experience. As a result, he had become Verledn’s de facto general. The twin long swords that crossed his back were well used and deadly sharp. At the moment, he was standing patiently a few feet back from the table. 
 
   The other man standing next to him was middle-aged but still fit enough to look dangerous. Dressed in red leathers and a garish cape, the acrid smell the fire wizard put off was nearly enough to kill Verledn’s appetite altogether.
 
   “What is so important that you must spoil my breakfast, Marl?”
 
   The mercenary saluted. “Your pardon, Lord Wizard, breakfast? It is barely past the midnight watch call.”
 
   Verledn answered, pushing his food away, “Wizards do not keep the hours of mere mortals. Besides, who could sleep with that insufferable racket going on outside? What happened this time?”
 
   “My Lord Wizard, there was another escape. You commanded me to inform you when anything odd occurred within the castle or the outer grounds.” The wizard grumpily waved his hand in a hurry up motion. “Four of the recent captures escaped with the help of some sort of spy or assassin.”
 
   The cloaked fire wizard standing next to Marl reached into his pocket and withdrew the bag holding the large onyx stone, removing it, he stroked it like a favored pet.
 
   “Go on!”
 
   Marl stood a bit stiffer at attention. “Someone disguised as an old woman entered the jail cell where we soften up the new wizard prisoners. He or she killed the guard and freed the four. One or more of them must have been a wind wizard, as they cast a spell which caused all four of them to rise straight up into the air above the height of our walls. While all this was happening, the assassin fought a delaying action against my men on the ground.”
 
   “Straight up?...Mere rudimentary levitation,” Verledn snorted dismissively, and again started to attack his breakfast. “Your crossbowmen should have been able to remedy the situation with a few well-placed quarrels, yet you say they escaped?” 
 
   “Yes sir, a trained eagle or a familiar of some kind latched onto the four and towed them away. The last we saw of them they were moving fast out over the forest. One of the wall guards swears he skewered one of them in the leg as they escaped.”
 
   The wizard shook his head in exasperation. “How am I to build an empire with incompetent help like this?” he complained to no one in particular. “Well, at least tell me that you killed the old woman or assassin, or whatever it was. Or did he get picked up by an eagle as well?” 
 
   Marl grimaced. “No, My Lord, the old lady disappeared somewhere behind the stables, but not before she killed an even dozen of my guards. We searched the compound the entire rest of the night with torches and lanterns, but found no trace.”
 
   “Why send an assassin with obviously superior skill sets to free a quartet of hedge wizards?” the fire wizard growled, still stroking the crystal.
 
   “Finally, an intelligent question,” Verledn barked. “If hedge wizards they were; I am mindful of the escape of our little seer. In my opinion, a wind wizard would have been a prime candidate for helping her escape, silent and leaving no trace through the air. The wench was in no condition to just get up out of bed and walk away. It may well be that the net we cast caught us her accomplice, and whatever group or individual hiding her is responsible for this evening’s fiasco. Retrieve these escapees and one of them may be able to lead us to the seer, and make no mistake gentlemen, I tire of your excuses for not finding the blind girl. Find her, or face her fate as well.”
 
   “But, My Lord, they escaped into the air! We have no way of tracking them!” Marl protested.
 
   Verledn glared at his general and then nodded at the fire wizard with a sigh. “What will it cost me for a solution to this problem, Lebahn?”
 
   The fire wizard, Lebahn, lifted the onyx crystal to his ear as if listening. Then he cackled and grinned broadly. “My mistress says for a mere fifty she will provide you with a magnificent stone gargoyle of average intelligence, more than sufficient to track down and capture any prey you should desire.”
 
   “Fifty! Ridiculous!” Verledn spat. “Besides, we can’t just have a bat-winged twenty-foot behemoth of a demon flying every which way over the countryside. People would notice, and that notice might make its way somehow to Sky Raven. No, I needed something low key and much, much cheaper!”
 
   Lebahn again put his ear to the crystal and grinned. “Fine, My Lord Wizard, something very low for ten then?”
 
   “Agreed, but I want that seer. And mind you, Lebahn, don’t be taking the souls of any of my earth wizards, I still need them for construction. You can have the low-grade healers and rainmakers; they’re practically worthless to me anyway.”
 
   “Done!” Lebahn exploded in hysterical laughter as he used the crystal to project a portal on the far wall. 
 
   The curdled blood color of the ring repulsed Marl nearly as much as the stench emanating from the other side, as he stepped back unconsciously. Suddenly, movement low to the ground caught his eye as a river of molten-eyed horrors flowed over the threshold. Short of leg but long of body, black terrifying teeth snapping together like steel traps, they came. Ears flopping, steel claws drawing sparks on the stone floor, and tails wagging with unseen menace…
 
   “What the…” Verledn snarled.
 
   “Hellhounds, My Lord…specifically dachshund hellhounds since you requested that ‘low key’ effect. These are as low as they make them.” Lebahn smirked, still petting the black as night crystal. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Ryliss
 
   Kerrik was in a bad way. While I was working on him, my sharp ears picked up the sound of the three wizards hurriedly collecting food, supplies, and gear and loading them on horses in the barn out back. They didn’t even plan on spending the night at the farm, their panic was so great. In the span of a few minutes, they rode off into the night as if the demons of hell were on their heels, abandoning the darkened farm without so much as a curse or a look behind them.
 
   Druids, unlike healers, do not have any special wizard sight to target injuries and afflictions. We just pump life magic into our patient and hope the body puts it to good use. I had barely caught him in time. Thankfully, my first heal managed to strengthen his faltering heartbeat and served to stabilize him. It was enough to allow me the time to seek out some healing mosses that are well known to my people. I applied the largest clump of moss as soon as I excised the quarrel, blood gushing weakly out of the wound in spurts. The pressure patch on the bleeding held just long enough for me to cast a second spell, which closed the wound, at least externally. Shaking with effort, I leaned back and watched a small amount of color return to his face.
 
   Carrying Kerrik the two hundred yards or more to the farmhouse almost did me in. I had already poured every ounce of healing energy I had into him after the others left him to die, and I literally had no reserve strength left. Kicking open the door, I laid him out on a long flat table. Ripping some ratty curtains off the window, I made a pillow for his head with one panel and covered him like a blanket with the other.
 
   I needed clothes for Kerrik and Andi, and the more pressing need of food for us all. Kerrik seemed to be sleeping relatively peacefully at this point. Closing the door behind me, I raced out to the barn to see if they had left behind any chickens or possibly a piglet. When I slid open the barn door, my nose was assailed by the odor of fresh droppings and sweaty fear. I estimated that five horses had been stabled here, and judging by the recent hoofprints in the straw and mud, the wizards took the entire string of them with them when they fled. That made sense as horses were a valuable commodity. Dejectedly, I smelled only equines in this barn, dashing my hopes for a quick meat meal. I was just about to turn and leave, when I heard the mild clump of hooves far back in the deepest reaches of the structure. Peering back into the gloom of the last pen, I spotted two shaggy heads huddled miserably in the corner. Stepping up to the gate, I saw two donkeys fearfully pressed up against the back, averting their eyes from me. I could sense that they were not only afraid, but extremely hungry and thirsty. Apparently, the fleeing wizards considered them expendable, as well, and left them to starve. 
 
   Opening the gate, I walked up to them and gently stroked their heads and mumbled words of encouragement. Drawing them out of the stall, I led them into one of the stalls recently vacated by horses; this one still had reasonably decent water and grain still in the feed bins.
 
   “Eat up, guys; this might be the last good meal you’ll get for a while,” I murmured, closing them inside the stall so they didn’t wander off. Both of them made a beeline for the water trough and started slurping noisily. “I’ll be back in a little while to free you…” 
 
   On my way back to the house, my inner Jag’uri reminded me that a donkey would be a large, filling meal for everyone, but I quickly squashed that thought. Personally, I felt justified enough eating rabbits, raccoons, and small deer, but most of a donkey would go to waste even as hungry as I was, and I had no way to summon Naurakka. Besides, these two had already gotten a bad deal from life, I couldn’t in good conscience add to it. 
 
   Kerrik was still asleep as I started canvassing the house for anything left of use. I did find some clothes that would work; serviceable work clothes. Fortunately, the woman had been slight of build. Food was a problem; anything ready to eat had been ransacked, and all I could find was the contents of a small root cellar. Potatoes, carrots, squash, and many crocks of fermented cabbage. I did luck into a small sack of dried apples, however. Reaching into my belt, I retrieved the bag of dimensions that Rosa had given me when I first started this work. Stuffing as many potatoes and carrots as I could into it, I figured I would worry about how to clean it later. Folded, I crammed this and the apples into my belt pouch. Gathering a few more vegetables into a scrap of cloth, I went back to where I left Kerrik.
 
   He was stirring slightly, but his face had taken on a feverish sheen. A quick glide of my hand over his disheveled forehead confirmed he was burning up. I thought back to the few books I had read on the subject. A fever in humans was the body’s way of fighting off infection. It didn’t seem possible that a full-blown infection had already taken hold of Kerrik in the short time since he was wounded, so I theorized that my healings must have accelerated all the processes.
 
   Reviewing the situation, I desperately needed to get back to Andea, Daffi, and Naurakka; they were probably already worried. But at the same time, both Kerrik and I needed food, and I was unsure if it was safe to move him until his fever broke. Sighing, I lit the small stove in the farmhouse kitchen and started peeling potatoes.
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   Waking up was unexpected, especially since my world was still totally dark and I could have been dead and buried for all I knew. Then I realized I was only in a room that was pitch black. Eventually, my eyes adjusted slightly and I could make out a soft glow emanating from glowing embers cached in the bottom of a hearth stove across the room.
 
   “Excellent, you’re awake,” a voice purred and I instantly recognized Ryliss’ precise diction. I heard her move next to me and I took a tentative deep breath, surprised at the clean woodsy scent that clung to her. She leaned over me and stuffed some cloth under my head and shoulders. Then I heard her pick up a dish and spoon and start stirring it slowly. “It needs bacon,” Ryliss said wistfully. “But no matter, I need to get as much of this down you as possible.” Taking a large spoonful, she pressed it against my lips.
 
   “I’m not an infant,” I croaked and tried to sit up. She pushed me back down with a surprisingly strong hand.
 
   “No, but you’re as weak as one. Now, are you going to let me feed you or not?”
 
   “Where am I and why is it so dark in here?” Further remarks were cut off by the spoon finding an opening between my lips.
 
   Ryliss sighed. “You are in a farmhouse recently abandoned by your former cellmates. I am trying to patch you up enough to travel so we can meet up with your sister, who is undoubtedly concerned by now. Additionally, pursuit by the wizard’s men is probable, so we cannot tarry here long, Master Bard.” 
 
   “How did you escape from the castle and how did you find me out here? The others decided I was done for and left me behind.”
 
   The girl pointedly said nothing but continued to shovel spoonfuls of the warm potato soup into me. I still couldn’t see her; she was just a dark form looming protectively over me.
 
   “Ok,” I said, “if you don’t want to talk about that, can you at least please tell me if I am going to lose the leg?”
 
   Ryliss gasped, and it sounded like she almost dropped the soup. I felt a cool hand brush some of the sweaty hair off my face and she whispered, “Of course you’re not going to lose your leg.” She firmly grasped my hand and directed it down to the spot on my thigh where the bolt had scored…and there was nothing! No hole, no festering bandage, just smooth skin! Granted, it was muscle sore and feeling pretty bruised, but it was whole.
 
   “How? Are you a healer as well as a disguise artist and swordswoman?”
 
   “None of those, I’m afraid,” she chuckled softly, setting the bowl aside. I strained to see her face, but there was still no light. “Now, we need to get you up and moving.”
 
   I could have listened to her voice all night. Without the visual effects of seeing her disguise as a young farm girl, my unconscious mind was starting to draw a very different picture of my savior. It was a puzzle. 
 
   She helped me swing my legs over the side of the table, but just as I was about to put all my weight on my own feet, I felt her stiffen and freeze. Ryliss stood stock still for a few seconds, and then said something in a musical language that I didn’t understand, but if I had to guess from her vehement reaction, was swearing of some type. Instantly, her demeanor changed from kindly caregiver to tactician.
 
   “Kerrik, we have to leave right now!”
 
   “Well, you’ll have to lead, I can’t see a thing.”
 
   “Can you fly?” she asked, brushing off my attempt at humor.
 
   “What? In the house?”
 
   “No outside. Can you use your fly spell?” she growled, dragging me along by the arm. For some reason, my boots felt different.
 
   “I don’t think so, still pretty weak.”
 
   “How about the observation spell?”
 
   “Maybe for five minutes or so…not much longer.”
 
   “It will have to suffice,” she muttered, finally kicking open the door and taking me across the threshold. Once out into the yard, she stooped down and picked up something. Outside, there was more ambient light from the stars and from Ivion, one of our dimmer moons, which had risen to quarter height in the night sky.
 
   “Hey, are those my pants?” I questioned, as I was finally able to see her for the first time. She still appeared as the farm girl I initially met in the tavern, and I watched as she deftly drew her boot knife and sliced the bloody garment in half.
 
   “Yes, did you want them back or something?” she spat, concentrating on her task. “They’re a stinking bloody mess…all of your clothes were.”
 
   I looked down in disbelief and saw I was wearing clothes I didn’t recognize. “Wait just a minute…”
 
   “No time,” she said in a near panic as she dragged the pants parts in one hand and me in the other. Around the back of the house loomed a small barn. Once we made it to the main door, she left me for a second and darted inside, returning immediately with a length of soft rope.
 
   “What are you doing, Ryliss?”
 
   “Buying us some time, hopefully!” In a few seconds, she had divided and cut the rope into thirds and tied one of the sections to each half of the sundered bloody pants. The last piece she wrapped and tied around my chest, exactly as she had done earlier at Verledn’s castle. I watched her work with interest, especially when she went back inside the barn and returned with two shaggy donkeys. As she brought them out, she rubbed their ears and mumbled things I couldn’t understand, finally giving each an affectionate pat on the neck. The two beasts rose up their heads adoringly and almost seemed to nod gratefully at her ministrations.
 
   Ryliss bent down to retrieve the rope ends tied to the pants and gently placed the other end in each of their mouths. Immediately, the two animals tore off in opposite directions, each dragging blood-caked pants parts behind them. In a few seconds, they were completely gone from both my miserable human sight and hearing.
 
   Watching this, I just shook my head in wonder, but now without the distraction, my ears were picking up something faint and repetitious in the distance.
 
   “Hounds, and perhaps not natural ones either from the sound,” Ryliss confirmed, putting both hands on my shoulders and looking me squarely in the eye. “Now, you are going to do the observation spell again, no passengers; you know the drill. The eagle will take you as far as the spell will allow. You’ll want to put down on a rock or the edge of water, something that won’t hold scent well…” She stopped and looked fearfully in the direction of what was now clearly baying hounds rapidly approaching. “Kerrik, can you ride a horse?”
 
   “What? Yes, but how did we get from landing on a rock to riding a horse?”
 
   “That’s not important right now, just be ready to get on a horse once you’ve landed. Just hang on to it and don’t let go; it will know where to go. Now cast your spell!”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   Kerrik floated quickly up into the night sky while I ducked around the barn and took the shape of the eagle. Thrusting myself up into the air, it only took a couple determined beats of my wings to catch up. From a couple hundred feet in the air, I could clearly see three long strings of torches snaking their way in our direction less than a mile away. The raucous song of the hound pack reached even this high up in the air. By my calculation, there must have been thirty or more hunters approaching. As I swooped in, I could see Kerrik watching them with some interest as well, his face pale with fear and loss of blood.
 
   Sinking my talons into the rope, I put all my strength into my wings, towing the wind wizard forward and achieving some air speed. I doubted we would have been visible to the hunters from this distance, but I didn’t want to risk it. Taking the third direction away from the hounds, the donkeys having gone the other two, I pulled us away at my best speed. I silently hoped my donkey friends didn’t hold onto their ropes too long.
 
   In a few minutes, the hunters were left far behind, and out of sight and sound. My ears are not as good in this form, but I believe the last thing I heard before we slipped out of range was an abrupt change in the cadence of the baying. I took this to signify that they had reached my diversions and were now milling about in confusion. At least, that was my fervent hope.
 
   Kerrik’s spell was already starting to wane and flutter, and we were losing altitude quickly despite my best efforts. Barely brushing the treetops, we were lucky enough to come across a small stream burbling rapidly over some shallow rocks, and I turned sharply to take advantage of this gift. A few seconds later, I released the wizard and he landed in ankle deep water. The rocks were apparently slippery as Kerrik staggered in the current and nearly fell but righted himself at the last second, both arms extended like an acrobat. Recovered, he just stood there and waited patiently. I don’t know if it’s his personality or his military training, but I have to grant that he listens well to instructions.
 
   Making a wide loop, I came in tight to a dense thicket of birch, and well-hidden from Kerrik’s view, I shifted from bird to a large chestnut mare. Trotting out from my concealment, I stepped into the stream and the water felt cool and refreshing on my hoofs. I waded slowly up to the wind wizard, my body language remaining as neutral as possible, like I do this kind of thing all the time.
 
   “Well, aren’t you a beauty,” he whispered running his hands from my chest, down the withers and across my back. I trembled slightly, whether it was from the cold water or the unfamiliar sensation of a man’s hands on my body. Oddly, I found I didn’t mind it so much, but I told myself it was the animal form talking. “No tack, huh? So bareback it is, then.” Kerrik spoke calmly and soothingly, as he patted me on the neck and led me over to a taller boulder in the water. Stepping up on the stone, he flung himself across my back with a shuddering groan and hung on, knotting his hands into my long mane. 
 
   Ok, this was a new sensation; I had never been ridden before. Crap! I’ve never been a horse before either. While Kerrik wasn’t particularly heavy compared to my own weight in this form, he still had a tendency to put his knees and legs into uncomfortable places. I had always thought saddles were exclusively for the comfort of the horseman, but it appears I was wrong. The weight on my spine was also a little daunting, and I really didn’t relish the thought of running with him merrily bouncing along on top of me either. I now had a major appreciation for what real horses put up with. 
 
   Sighing, I walked as steadily as possible out of the stream and headed in the general direction of Daffi’s tree, careful to keep my ears up and attuned to the night sounds. Surprisingly, Kerrik was stonily silent for the first part of the trip, and I considered the real possibility that he had fallen asleep or lapsed into unconsciousness. We traveled like that for hours, with me taking every opportunity to hide our trail as much as possible.
 
   Finally, off in the distance somewhere along our path, the resounding snarl of a hunting night cat split the dark air. Even though I didn’t have the facial muscles for it, I smiled. Rakka does so love small spotted pigs. It’s her version of the dragon twins’ obsession with bacon. Encouraged by the thought of my cat, I sped up and headed directly for the sound, and I instantly felt Kerrik stiffen up and become more alert. 
 
   “I hope you are as fast as you look, girl,” he murmured, rubbing his hand alongside my neck nervously. His other hand was still loosely knotted in my mane and I could feel periodic tremors run through his fingers. I realized he still needed food, sleep and probably another dose or two of healing just to get him back into the shape he was when I first met him.
 
   We were within a few hundred yards of Daphne’s glen and passing under some large ash trees when a thick black tail lazily dropped down from the shrouded branches above and brushed across Kerrik’s face.
 
   The action was immediate. Startled, Kerrik cried out and leaned back in panic, still clutching my mane, which slammed me to a halt and backed me up, forcing my front hoofs up in the air. I screamed, a long drawn out horse curse, pedaling without any front traction, fighting desperately to steady myself and not fall over sideways. In some pain, I still took note of an enormous, laughing, and self-satisfied puma lounging placidly on a thick branch directly above us.
 
   I didn’t have time to stop and scold her as the wind wizard had apparently reverted to whatever horrendous horsemanship training he had received in the army and was repeatedly kicking me sharply in the sides. At the same time, he was screaming for me to run…run like the wind! Well, I didn’t do that. Instead, I brought my front feet back down to the earth and bent my neck around to bare my teeth and glare at him.
 
   Naurakka, for her part, soundlessly dropped down out of the tree and proceeded to sinuously circle us, emitting a low, chesty growl. This only made Kerrik redouble his efforts to spur me into action. Finally, he reached back and gave me a resounding slap on the rump.
 
   Ok, that’s it! Not only did that really, really hurt, but I will not have a man touching me so! Rearing back with an angry jerk, I dissolved his grip on my mane and dumped him unceremoniously on his backside on the ground. Immediately, Naurakka got right up into his face and sat down, affixing him with her startling blue eyes. I watched the wizard freeze, his eyes darting back and forth, looking for a way out. 
 
   I finished transforming back into my human-appearing body and marched angrily back to where he was planted in the dirt. I’m not sure what shocked him more, the gigantic puma panting just inches from his face, puffs of water vapor caressing his cheeks, or watching me change from a full-sized horse back to a human-appearing girl.
 
   “You have a lot of nerve, Master Bard,” I barked at him, “not only did that hurt, but a gentleman does not touch a lady who is not his wife there!”
 
   “But…but…you were a horse,” he stuttered, his eyes still wide with confusion.
 
   “I’m sure that excuse serves you well in the seedy bars you frequent,” I steamed, “but I am no tavern wench to be manhandled with such brazen familiarity!”
 
   Naurakka stopped her panting and dramatically licked her chops, displaying her long canine teeth, before she glanced back at me imploringly.
 
   “No, Naurakka, you can’t just take a bite or two,” I huffed. “I still promised his sister I would return him to her in one piece.” Scowling, I pointed a finger at the wind mage. “But if you ever touch my bare bottom again without permission, I will serve you up to my Jag’uri on a platter with catnip, understand?”
 
   Kerrik nodded frantically, still attempting to scoot backward away from all the estrogen-fired crazy. Somewhat mollified, I stalked forward and reached down to drag the stunned wizard to his feet. “Now, come on, your sister is nearby and no doubt concerned.”
 
   Kerrik hastily dusted himself off and stumbled after us. “I thought Jag’uri were a myth,” he mumbled. After fifty yards or so, he collected his thoughts enough to speak cautiously. “I meant no disrespect. If you had only told me up front that you were a witch, I would have been more careful…”
 
   “A witch!” I sputtered, rounding on him angrily. Next to me, Naurakka closed her eyes and comically flopped over on the ground, putting her paws up over her ears. “I release you from prison…save your life twice! And rescue your sister from being eaten by hyaenodons, and that is what you think of me? That I am an evil, toadstool-sucking, baby-eating, hag of a witch?”
 
   “Well, I was hoping you were possibly…a good witch?” Kerrik ventured hesitantly.
 
   My Jag’uri moaned piteously and shook her huge head, still covering her ears with her plate-sized paws.
 
   I glared at him, attempting to burn holes through his empty brain. “Oh, so the toadstool-sucking hag part still applies; just not evil, is that what you are saying?”
 
   Kerrik’s face blanched a few shades pastier than he was even with all the blood loss, as he knew he was standing in female quicksand. “Look, you are the last person on this planet I wish to argue with, Ryliss! And, yes, you have been everything you have said to me and my sister, and I owe you a tremendous debt I can never repay. But unless you tell me what I am expected to know, and how to approach our relationship, I am flying blind here so, of course, I’m going to crash and burn regularly!” He stopped, gasping for breath and leaned against a tree for support. “So, My Lady, if you are not a witch…may I please know what you are so that I do not offend you further?”
 
   I thought about it and ruffled the hair on Rakka’s head as she had gotten up and was now rubbing herself on my leg. “Fine…since you have already witnessed me shape change,” I muttered resentfully. “I am a Druid…”
 
   “But Druids are a…”
 
   “Myth?” I completed his sentence for him. “I can assure you, Master Bard, that Druids are very real. Just as Xarparion is real and Sky Raven Fortress is real; in fact, it’s my home.” I watched as Kerrik’s mouth opened and closed several times without saying a word. Finally, he closed it for good and just mutely followed as I turned and started walking the short distance to Daffi’s tree. 
 
   Walking alongside me, Naurakka whispered in my mind, “It is good that you have finally returned. The young cub has not been calm or at peace since you left. The pooka is at wit’s end…which isn’t far to travel for a pooka anyway.” Rakka chuffed in an approximation of laughter.
 
   I stopped, and kneeling down, looked into her blue eyes. “Rakka, we will need to stay here for a short while to rest and eat. Will you hunt for us? Afterward, I will need you to patrol the area, especially listening for any baying hounds. We were followed in our escape, and there is something I fear about those hounds…something unnatural.” 
 
   The big cat purred reassuringly, “Fireclaws will bring you an excellent brace of small spotted pigs, my Mother. I know where they are, even though they think to hide from me.” She smacked her lips and showed some impressive fang before bounding effortlessly off into the trees.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Finally, we reached our destination, Daphne’s poor mistreated tree. I walked up and tapped on the trunk. Again, the air around the truck seemed to shift slightly and Daphne came pouring out, an exasperated look on her face. Seeing me, she wrapped her arms around me, chattering excitedly.
 
   “Oh…thank the Earth Mother you came back! I’m just not cut out for this kind of assignment.” She started crying. “I’m just a pooka. What do I know about comforting anyone?” I held up a hand to cut her off, but she suddenly caught sight of Kerrik hanging back a few steps and gushed, “A MAN!” Forgetting all about me, she ducked under my arms and sprinted forward, literally throwing herself into the wind wizard’s arms. A stunned Kerrik looked down to see the spiky-haired girl wrapped around him like an anaconda. “Kiss me and I’m yours forever!” Daffi pleaded, her eyes closed, lips puckered up, and her face just inches from his.
 
   “Err…ah no.” He winced, prying the nymph/pooka off and gently setting her back on her feet. “I think I’ve gotten into quite enough trouble today already with the opposite sex by not knowing what is going on. Really, I would rather just rest for a moment.”
 
   With a profound cry of despair, Daphne collapsed on the ground and drew her knees up to her face like a small child, sobbing, “What is so wrong with me?”
 
   Why, I’ll never know, perhaps I spent too much time around Alex and too much niceness rubbed off, but I felt somewhat obligated to offer her comfort. I knelt down next to her and drew her in for a hug. 
 
   “Daphne, I really think you are trying too hard. You just need to meet the right person.”
 
   “How, Ryliss,” she demanded tearfully. “No one ever comes to this part of the forest; the other nymphs see to that. I could leave, but I have nowhere to go and no one to help me find a better place.”
 
   Crap! The words of the Earth Mother echoed ominously in my brain “Daphne needs a mentor.” And while I actually didn’t work directly for the Earth Mother, she was another of the seemingly endless group of individuals who I owed at least some form of allegiance. A Druid who angered her would find life very bleak until reparations were made. 
 
   Sighing, I stroked her head, the pooka’s face still buried sloppily in my shoulder. “Daffi, I would be willing to help you find a new tree. I know of a beautiful, vibrant forest near my home, and there are no nymphs or sylphs, or any other magical creatures, except for a recently planted pixie tree. You might really like it there.” Daphne looked up with eyes filled with hope.
 
   “Really? My very own little forest?”
 
   “Yes, and the pixies are only there for a couple weeks twice a year; otherwise, it would be all yours. There’s even a well-travelled road running through it, so there are always people for you to…umm…meet.”
 
   The pooka jumped to her feet, squealing and hopping up and down. “Thank you! Ryliss, you are the best. I promise I won’t be any trouble at all...when can we leave?”
 
   “Soon, but I have to warn you, I have to complete my mission and figure out what to do with Kerrik and Andi before I can go home.”
 
   The pooka’s eyes suddenly got very wide. “Alfalfa pellets! I forgot about Andi and left her in the tree! She’s going to be even more upset!” With that, Daffi dashed back to the tree and phased back into its interior. A few seconds later she reappeared, gently leading Andea out by the arm. The seer was a mess, she looked cried-out and wan. Her hair was matted, her clothes were torn in places, and her arms looked scratched and bloodied.
 
   “Daphne! What did you do to her?”
 
   “Nothing, mistress!” Daffi said pleadingly. “She did all this to herself! I swear on all that is leafy!”
 
   By this time, Kerrik had perked up. He couldn’t see well in the darkness, but he seemed to recognize his sister, and in a few short steps, he had enveloped her in his arms. The two of them just held each other silently for a couple minutes, not speaking at all. Finally, Kerrik broke the silence.
 
   “Andi, I’m so sorry to keep putting you through all this,” he whispered, kissing the top of her head gently.”
 
   “Kerrik, you don’t seem at all well either…” Andea returned, probing his chest and arms with her slim hands.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I nearly died. If it wasn’t for Ryliss…”
 
   I walked away to give them some privacy and was just in time to intercept Naurakka before she entered the glade. She was dragging two recently dispatched spotted pigs through the underbrush, and their size was even causing the puma some difficulty. The lack of a blood trail told me that she had ended them by breaking their necks, something not easy to do on an animal that basically doesn’t have a neck to speak of. I smiled; for all her bluster, Rakka was very considerate and probably didn’t want to leave a bloody trail behind for flies or other vermin to follow. The big cat spat them out at my feet.
 
   “Two tasty small spotted pigs, my Mother. You need to feed well to keep up your strength. I go on now to guard.” 
 
   “Rakka, these are your kills; by rights, you should eat first.” The black puma sat back on her haunches, licked a paw delicately, and made the chuffing noise which was her form of laughter.”
 
   “I am sated for now, my Mother…there were three little pigs when I found them.” A last barking cough and she slid soundlessly into the darkness. 
 
   Picking up the two hefty pigs by their back feet, I carried them farther into the woods until I found a convenient fallen split log that would serve admirably as a butcher’s table. Removing my bone knife from the sheath inside my boot, I quickly removed the succulent loins from both kills and carefully wrapped them in linden leaves. I placed them on the far end of the log while I contemplated the rest of the still-warm carcasses. Despite my best efforts, my stomach growled viciously and I was reminded I still needed food immediately, or risk being too weak to fight or run.
 
   My Jag’uri form was a twin to Naurakka, with a sizable appetite to match, and I extended my claws into the cool sandy soil as I got my bearings. For a few seconds, I allowed myself to revel in the experience of sensory overload that accompanied becoming a wild creature. I sniffed disparagingly at the wrapped meat I had set aside for the humans and then walked back and tore into the still hefty pig bodies with pent up need. Letting my inner Jag’uri feast, my rational mind chuckled at human preferences for lean muscle tissue. The big cat that I had become would always prefer the rich organ meats:  heart, liver, and tongue. In the span of a few minutes, I had ravenously consumed all but the large bones, feet, and skulls. I was lying out on the cool forest moss in the process of a delightful marrow extraction, using my powerful jaws to crack open the bones, when I heard a voice behind me.
 
   “That might be the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen, and I know some trolls.” Daphne smirked, leaning up against a small birch.
 
   With a feline snarl of irritation, I stood up and began the return to my two-legged form. Looking around at the carnage, yeah, it did seem a little extreme to my elf eyes, but I had been famished and I now felt a lot better. Fortunately, when the change is triggered, all blood, dirt, and gore are left behind. So I primly watched where I stepped, and after retrieving the meat wrapped in leaves, headed back to the laurel glade to start a fire. 
 
   Approaching Daffi’s tree, I saw Kerrik and Andi sitting morosely on a fallen log, talking quietly. Making some noise so it didn’t seem like I was sneaking up on them, I went about mundane tasks like starting the fire and assembling a framework of green twigs over the fire to hold the food. Pulling out my bag of dimensions, I rooted through it pulling out the clothes and blankets I removed from the farmhouse and some of the potatoes and carrots. The potatoes, I skewered on sticks in the heat. A little later, when I had some actual coals worked up, I would heat rocks and bury the potatoes alongside them to quicken the process. I just passed the carrots over to my companions for immediate consumption and stretched the pork out over the twigs to begin the roasting process.
 
   “If I may ask,” Kerrik said, nervously looking around now that he had the light of the fire to see by, “where is the cat?” 
 
   “Rakka is ranging out looking for signs of pursuit.”
 
   “And you can talk to a puma?”
 
   “As a Druid, I can communicate with most animals, but not really talk like humans do. Most of the time, it’s pretty simplistic, but hedgehogs don’t live complicated lives anyway. The same goes for some plants and trees. I found Naurakka in a burning forest; her mother had been killed by goblins. We formed a bond that allows us to know each other’s thoughts, at least from a short distance, and we have been together ever since.” I stopped and looked at Daffi, who had just joined the group, appearing out of the trees. “Daphne, could you take Andi back into your tree and try these clothes on her? The ones she’s wearing are about to fall off her.”
 
   The pooka brightened. “Yes, mistress.” Gently, she led Andea back to the tree, and the two of them disappeared.
 
   “Mistress?” Kerrik asked with a raised eyebrow. “She works for you?”
 
   “It’s a long story, but I’ve only known her for a few hours, as well. What you need to know is that she is very unique, a half dryad and half pooka cross.”
 
   “A pooka? But I thought…”
 
   “Don’t even go there, Kerrik,” I snorted. “You may be a wizard, but your knowledge of magic and magical creatures is atrocious. Just assume from now on that most of what you know is wrong. But while they are away, you should be aware that the dryad side of Daffi will cause her to fall in lust with nearly any humanoid creature with a pulse, with no thought to the consequences. Part of my task will be to try and teach her more self-control, but in the meantime, I beg you to be restrained in your relations with her, she is very fragile.”
 
   Kerrik nodded thoughtfully, looking me in the eye. “I understand, I will attempt to treat her like a sister.” He paused as if deciding to speak further. “I think we’re all fragile in one way or another, even you, Ryliss.”
 
   Averting my eyes, I tended to the fire and the food. “Yes, well…as soon as you’ve both eaten, we need to talk about what to do next.”
 
   The wizard drew himself up stiffly on the log. “Andi and I will be alright. I will get her somewhere safe, and we will build a life together, maybe a small farm somewhere. I can’t ask you to do more for us; you’ve already done so much.”
 
   I sighed inwardly and perched myself next to him on the log. “Look, Kerrik, I’m sorry if I snapped at you earlier, there’s no way you could have known and I overreacted. If possible, I’d like you and Andi to both consider me your friend. That said, Kerrik, you have no horse, no food, no gold, and no weapons to defend yourself. Plus, you have essentially a helpless person to provide for, and you have some dangerous people looking to capture your sister and probably kill you. And to top it all off, you’re really not that good of a wizard. You are both going to need my help.”
 
   “You really don’t believe in pulling any punches, do you, Ryliss?” he said wryly, shaking his head in despair at their situation.
 
   Putting my hand on his shoulder, I replied in what I hoped was a calm, reasonable tone, “All is not so bleak, my friend. I would like to take you and Andea back to Sky Raven with me. The best healers in the world live there, and I’m sure Andi would be welcomed with open arms and accepted as a fellow wizard. There, her talents would be valued far beyond wasting away aimlessly at a table in a farmhouse somewhere. I think the Enchanters there might even be able to create something that would allow her to see again, after a fashion. I wouldn’t want to get either of your hopes up, but I have seen them do wondrous things. Sky Raven is attached to Xarparion so you will even be able to get some training to improve your wizardry.”
 
   “Why?” he interrupted bluntly.
 
   “Why, what?”
 
   “Why would you do all this for us? You barely know us, and all we have been is a burden to you.”
 
   “Two reasons; one, you and Andi have some knowledge crucial to my mission.”
 
   “Whatever a golden is, right?” he cut in.
 
   “Correct. And two, Verledn wants you pretty bad. I believe he is consorting with demons, and that means he’s evil to the core. So keeping Andea out of his hands is not only the morally right thing to do, but it’s also the tactically smart thing, and it serves my King and Queen’s interests.”
 
   “And which King is that?”
 
   “King Alex Martin and Queen Maya of the Nova, rulers of Sky Raven Fortress.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of them. But this Sky Raven place is the fortress that Verledn was always demanding that Andi look for information about, right?”
 
   “Yes, it is the strongest bastion of good on the planet.”
 
   “Well, if it’s as good as you say, that’s where I need to bring Andea. I owe her that much.”
 
   The tree disgorged Andi and Daphne and I waved them over to the fire. The new clothes were slightly big on the seer, but very serviceable. 
 
   “Ryliss, we need to talk,” Andea stated bluntly as soon as she got closer to us and was helped down to a seat on the log. 
 
   “I know, Andi, but eat first. I need you two to stuff in as much as you can, I’m not sure when you’ll get the next hot meal.” I served the two humans, and like all wizards, they fell on the food like wolves.”
 
   “Aren’t you joining us, Ryliss?” Kerrik asked between chewing and swallowing. 
 
   “No…I grabbed a bite in the forest,” I said somewhat defensively. It didn’t help that Daffi was shaking silently in laughter off to the side. “How about you, Daphne, aren’t you hungry?”
 
   “No, mistress, I could never eat animal flesh! I only need sunlight when it’s available as a dryad. I can eat in my pooka forms, but my goat is really the only aspect that enjoys it very much, and she thinks weeds are tasty.”
 
   “Good to know; so it’s really just Kerrik and Andi we will need to worry about feeding. I hope you two like meat, it could get somewhat monotonous.”
 
   “Whatever you provide will be appreciated,” Kerrik said, finishing up. He looked groggy and finally just slumped down on the ground with his back to the log. A few seconds later, his breath sounds slowed perceptively and he was fast asleep. Daffi wrapped a thin blanket retrieved from her tree around him, and I threw some more wood on the fire.
 
   “Kerrik?” Andea whispered anxiously, not hearing any further comments from her big brother.
 
   “Relax, Andi,” I said, “he’s just exhausted. Healing draws most of its energy from the body of the host, not the healer. He just needs food and rest to recover. The seer nodded, the pale orbs that were now her eyes looking out at nothing in the distance.”
 
   “So what have you and Kerrik decided to do with me?” She swallowed hard in trepidation. 
 
   I came back to the fire with a fresh load of dry branches and stoked it back up to a gentle blaze. Then I sat down next to the girl and took her hands so that she could feel the connection as I spoke to her.
 
   “Andi, we haven’t decided anything about you. I had hoped we would have time to sit down and discuss the next step, but your brother isn’t up to it at the moment.”
 
   “But you have talked.”
 
   “Yes, I was hoping that you both would agree to come back to Sky Raven with Daffi and me.”
 
   “Does this place have gleaming white walls and a huge waterfall flowing down the center, splitting into two rivers that flow to the right and left? It looks like an enormous dragon is breathing steam down to the earth?” 
 
   “Yes, it is a beautiful place. But I thought you told Verledn that you couldn’t get visions of Sky Raven?”
 
   “At the time, that was true, probably because I had never been around anyone who had seen the place. But since I met you, I have been dreaming of this fortress. You have been to this wondrous place, haven’t you, Ryliss?”
 
   “It’s been my home for the past five years, Andi, and I believe it would be a place you could call home, as well.”
 
   The girl cleared her throat uneasily and changed subjects. I had noticed this was something she did regularly, and I found it somewhat disconcerting as it threw my orderly mental processes off balance. It also strangely reinforced the odd feeling I had that she always knows much more than she is revealing.
 
   “I’m very sorry I was so much trouble for Daphne while you were off helping Kerrik. I know you can understand that since I left my parents’ farm, right up until I was taken by Verledn, I needed to fend for myself, depend on myself. I had to become an independent woman much like you to survive, Ryliss. Now all that independence has been ripped away from me, I have to depend on others for food, safety, even help going to the privy…I hate it! I hate it badly and there’s nothing I can do about it! It’s bad enough to be treated like a child, but it’s far worse to be treated like a blind child. Sometimes, I just want to die and get it over with; it would save me the pain of being a burden to everyone around me.” Tears were starting to trickle down from her opaque eyes.
 
   “Andi, I don’t know if you are getting visions of Xarparion, as well. It’s a huge walled city with distinct towers, although they are mostly empty and just used as classrooms now.”
 
   “I have seen glimpses,” she confirmed, squeezing my hands. ‘I feel there is a palatable connection to Sky Raven, but the fortress is clearly on a mountaintop, and the tower place is on flatlands. I have never experienced that feeling before.”
 
   “You’re right, they are connected, but only magically, not physically. Xarparion is more than fourteen hundred miles distant from Sky Raven, across the continent. Yet you can travel from one to the other with no more time or trouble than walking across a town street.”
 
   “It sounds like a truly wondrous place, Ryliss.”
 
   “It is, Xarparion is the premier wizards’ school on the planet. But five years ago, the forces of the Lifebane surrounded and infiltrated the city. Xarparion fell with a tremendous loss of life; wizards, staff, guards, and teachers died in droves. Many of the students were badly maimed in the hasty evacuation. Some of those young wizards who survived lost arms, legs, and even eyesight like you.”
 
   “But they’re wizards; couldn’t they just magically make new arms, legs, and eyes?”
 
   “There are limits to magic, even at the high levels of Xarparion. Andi, the best healers in the world practice there. They can heal what is damaged and even cure diseases, but even they cannot bring back what has been lost.” 
 
   “So there is no hope for me then,” Andea whispered, “even if I miraculously make it to this place.”
 
   “Hope is what you make of it, Andi. My point is that these children from Xarparion, some of them younger than you, lost so much. But to see them today, you would find no defeat or sadness in them. They are still wizards, and wizards are rare and valuable to society. They still contribute fully to Xarparion and Sky Raven; as a whole, they laugh, they love, and they have good lives. One of my best friends lost an arm in the great battle five years ago, and it hasn’t slowed her down a bit.”
 
   “The great battle?”
 
   “Yes, where the Lifebane was ultimately defeated and slain. His great demon and undead armies massed outside the walls of Sky Raven. The Lich met his end in the main courtyard, just inside the gates.”
 
   “You were there, weren’t you?” the seer whispered breathlessly, cocking her head as if seeing it all replayed exactly as it happened directly from my own thoughts.
 
   “Yes, I was…that’s why I never want to see anyone associated with demon-kind grow that powerful ever again. The putrid filth, soul degradation, and unbridled evil I saw that day haunt my dreams still. It was a very near thing for our world and every creature on it.”
 
   Andea was quiet for the span of several minutes, processing the information. Finally, she broke the silence. “Ryliss, I will help you and Sky Raven to the best of my abilities. But you have to make me a solemn promise first.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   Her grip on my hands turned to absolute iron. “You cannot ever let me fall into the hands of Verledn again under any circumstances. I have seen the path, and it would eventually lead to the rise of another great evil. Promise me that you will kill me before you let that happen! I could never count on Kerrik to fulfill an oath such as this. But you are strong and you have an unshakable sense of duty that he does not, at least at this time.”
 
   “But, Andi, you’re only fourteen…”
 
   “Promise me, Ryliss! I was born on a working farm, I have no illusions about the fairness of life. Sometimes even a newborn foal or calf has to be put down to save it from future agony. Promise me, or I will find a way to do it on my own just to be certain.”
 
   She gently raised her hands to my face as if searching for some sigh of acquiescence. I sighed, “Very well, Andea, you have my personal word that I will see you dead before falling into the hands of Verledn’s men.”
 
   “Thank you, Ryliss.” She exhaled in relief. “I have heard that elves take their vows seriously, you have made the right decision not only for me, but Sky Raven as well.” 
 
   “Andi, what can you tell me about the golden?”
 
   The seer smiled impishly, displaying a genuine toothy smile for the first time in our conversation. “Again, up until I met you, Ryliss, I had no frame of reference for the golden, just some wild story Kerrik told me about a dying old woman along a road. But now, I am getting glimpses of what you seek. The golden, of course, is the key; however, I sense there are bigger issues well beyond a simple answer to your friends’ slumber that are not clear yet. But I can tell you that you will need my help to complete this quest…we did not meet by pure chance.”
 
   “Do you have to be so cryptic?”
 
   Andea spread her hands apologetically. “Sorry, it sort of comes with the job. Imagine it this way, Ryliss. You have a very detailed recipe for the world’s best chocolate cake; all the ingredients listed, mixing order and instructions, baking times and the degree of heat needed. This is all written neatly out on a piece of clean white paper, totally concise and easy to read. Follow me so far?”
 
   “Ok?”
 
   “Right. Then someone comes along and rips your piece of paper into a hundred pieces, mixes the shredded parts around randomly, throws away half, and gives you the remainder. How close do you think you would come to accurately reproducing that fabulous chocolate cake using the recipe you now have?”
 
   “Umm, probably not close at all?”
 
   “Exactly, that is the kind of information a seer gets, just bits and pieces, never the entire picture. So you ask me a question and I give you my best guess based on what I have seen…of course, they’re cryptic!”
 
   “But what good does that do me, then?”
 
   Andi sighed patiently, “Look, Ryliss, what I’m trying to say is, don’t ask me for answers to the big picture; it’s too abstract for me. Maybe someday with lots of practice, I will learn to reconstruct what I see in a more useful form. You’ll just have to take my word for it that a path, where we are working together, is the only way to find the key to helping your friends.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “Use me as Jedaro did…small questions, not big ones. Should we go down the left road or the right road, Andi? I will do my best to concentrate on finding your golden; you just have to ask me the right questions.”
 
   “I suppose we leave in the morning then.”
 
   About that time, a bleary-eyed pooka stuck her head out of the tree and remarked, “I think we all need at least a couple hours of sleep before dawn.” Seeing me nod in agreement, she materialized fully and walked over, taking Andea by the arm and guiding her inside. “And you, mistress? We can make room…”
 
   “No, someone should stay out here and keep an eye on Kerrik.” I watched them leave and stirred the fire down to ashes. There was no point in advertising our whereabouts any more than necessary. Finally, with a yawn, I made the shift to my Jag’uri form and curled up next the sleeping wizard to keep him warm. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Kerrik
 
   I woke up but didn’t immediately open my eyes. I had slept on the cold hard ground many times in the war and it was usually a recipe for hobbling around stiff and sore for the first couple hours every morning. But that wasn’t what kept me in a sleepy haze, it was that I was amazingly warm and comfortable. I felt a blanket covering me from feet to shoulders, and I was lying on my side using my right arm for support with my left draped over what felt like a large warm, soft pillow. I fought back a yawn but still took a deep breath, the smell of a fragrant breeze through a spring forest seeping into my senses.
 
   I had just about given myself permission to ease back into a delicious dreamy sleep, when my left hand, which was draped over the warm pillow, registered movement. Breathing, in fact; large rhythmic rises and falls. Cautiously, I ran my hand experimentally along its length feeling silky long hair and strange fleshy bumps spaced evenly in the warm fur. Oh hell! I’m sleeping next to the cat! Finally opening my eyes, I raised my left arm up and well away so that I didn’t touch it any more than necessary.
 
   As the first fragile edge of the sun’s morning corona was peaking over the horizon and the night’s gloom was slowly thinning, my vision started adjusting. I was working on backing even further away from the Jag’uri, hopelessly tangled up in the blanket over me, when I heard a sound like a low, stuttering cough. Looking beyond my immediate peril, I focused across the dead campfire. A second puma was sitting nearby watching me with what I immediately interpreted as feline mirth.
 
   I pulled myself up on one elbow and looked from one to the other. If the sitting puma were Ryliss, she would be up and ordering us about in her efficient manner, not laughing at me. That would mean…I just ran my hand over…oh, I am so dead!
 
   With a snort, the Jag’uri next to me exploded to her feet, shook violently, and eyed me with cold, violent precision. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said lamely, breaking eye contact and looking down. Ryliss sneezed disdainfully, and then sauntered off into the trees. Naurakka continued to pant happily at my predicament, as I got to my feet and started to fold up the blanket. A few moments later, Ryliss reappeared as the young village girl that I had come to recognize; still plain looking, still unremarkable in every way, and still totally fake in my estimation. This was no more a representation of the Ryliss I was coming to know than was the cat.
 
   She walked up to me, and placing both hands on her hips, cleared her throat. “Master Bard, we need to talk…”
 
   “Ryliss, it was totally innocent, I wasn’t trying to be vulgar.”
 
   Her deep green eyes softened at bit at my distress. “I know…the truth is, for the duration of this trip, we are going to be thrust into these types of predicaments frequently. So I want you to give me your word as a gentleman that you will respect my person, to the extent it is possible. We are already testing the boundaries of what my people would consider scandalous behavior. And if word got out, my father would be duty-bound to hunt you down and slay you painfully. Are we in agreement?”
 
   “Yes, of course, My Lady.”
 
   “Good. Rakka informs me that hounds will be back on our trail soon. Thankfully, the human handlers are weaker and less motivated than the hellhounds.”
 
   “Did you say hellhounds?”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Verledn stood at the topmost balcony of his personal tower and watched the work progress on his fortress. It was midmorning, and the smells of cooking, wood fires, and foundry work were starting to come alive down below. Very little of this mattered, of course, past the painstakingly slow progress he was viewing. Yes, the first curtain wall around the entire complex was finished, but it was thin and would never stand up to a concerted siege of any type. It pained him that his creation was still so much of a paper tiger. Most of the barracks areas to the lower left of his viewing were only partially filled. He would have to acquire much more gold to pay even more mercenaries to fill them. On the right side were the slave quarters, where most of his wizard conscripts slept when they weren’t working. 
 
   He sighed and then gritted his teeth angrily as he spotted a blood-red disk forming on the hand-fitted stone directly behind him. Like a picture hung on a wall, it was two dimensional, but at the moment the face of the fire wizard Lebahn was forming in the center.
 
   “Your pardon, Lord Wizard, I have a report.”
 
   “For your sake, Lebahn, your efforts had better be more productive than the last set of excuses. Have you captured the prisoners?”
 
   Lebahn’s visage flickered momentarily, and Verledn could see him puttering around with the demon crystal to get the best angle. “There that’s better. I am pleased to report we have indeed captured three of the four escapees. They had ridden through the night to elude us, but we caught them not an hour ago. A woman and two men; I just finished interrogating them.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Their escape was facilitated by a shape-changing woman known to the fourth escapee, whose name is Kerrik Beratin, a wind wizard formerly in the service of Elcanse in the Great War. He is known to have a sister, but they did not remember a name; the shape shifter’s name is Ryliss. According to the three, Kerrik is dead from a crossbow bolt in the thigh suffered in the escape; however, we recovered no body. They believed the woman was untouched. They also had no idea of this Ryliss’ current whereabouts, My Lord.”
 
   “If you recovered no body, it’s possible that he received aid from this cabal of individuals that is hiding our seer. Question them further, Lebahn. Find out what local connections this Kerrik might have had, where his home village was, and who else he associated with…”
 
   The fire mage cleared his throat uneasily. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, My Lord Wizard.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   “Well, the three traitors didn’t survive the interrogation, My Lord. They were stubborn, and time seemed to be of the essence.” He grinned cockily. “The hellhounds are just finishing their snack now.”
 
   “One of these days, Lebahn, you will go too far…”
 
   “Oh, I think not, My Lord, you are already up to your eyeballs in service to my mistress.
 
   “Bah!” Verledn snarled and unleashed a lightning bolt from his fingertips that branched out like luminescent tree roots into the wall pulverizing part of it to dust and blowing shards of stone in all directions.
 
   “Temper, My Lord!” Lebahn cackled. “You do realize it’s just a sending, do you not? 
 
   “Aye, I know what it is, Lebahn, and I’m beginning to realize what you are as well. But I will deal with that situation when you return. In the meantime, what leads do you have?” 
 
   “The hellhounds have picked up another trail, well out past the farm where this Kerrik allegedly died. We are following it now, but we are plagued with false trails, and the hellhounds are too stupid not to follow them. Whoever it is has their wits about them. I recommend you pay my mistress’ price and allow me to summon the gargoyle.”
 
   “Humph…even if I wanted to, I don’t have fifty souls to spare at the moment. I will take counsel in your words and perhaps have the men start collecting some peasants. In the meantime, keep tracking them down.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   Rounding up Daffi and Andi, I had the seer and Kerrik munch on some dried apples while I laid out the plan. Withdrawing my enchanted map from my pack, I laid it out on the ground while we all gathered around. Using a small twig, I gestured at the layout.
 
   “We are about here, not far from the border and too close for comfort to Verledn’s base of operations. We need to put some space between us and stretch out his supply and command lines. We have basically three options: one, reconnect with the main road back into Elcance, which would take us to the capital in about three weeks. That is probably the most logical course of action for us, especially for finding food and shelter. I am also fairly well-versed in the area having spent a lot of time there tracking down the golden. Two, five days hard travel to the north will take us to Biskitne, a small village in a recessed valley in the Deru hills.”
 
   Kerrik, who had been examining the map with great interest, interrupted, “This map is fantastic! Even the highest ranking officers in the army have nothing like it. Hell, I doubt if most kings have anything like it! But why would we want to head to this Biskitne? I can’t see anything remarkable about it on this map; it’s not on a major river or coastline. How will going there help us escape?”
 
   I grinned, “Well, it’s not common knowledge, but there is a Wizard Tower in that sleepy little village. It is a supply point for Xarparion and the easiest way for us to quickly get back to Sky Raven. Three, we can continue the slow trek through these woods for a day, come out the other side to the northeast and try to find a pass through the mountains you see here. That would seem to be the riskiest direction, as I have no idea what we will find there. We also have the issue of limited supplies and weapons.”
 
   “If I’m interpreting the map distances correctly, Ryliss, even the trip to Biskitne is a lot longer than five days on foot.”
 
   “Ah, but we will not be on foot, Master Bard, as both Daffi and I have horse forms. We’ll just have to tough it out on the trail. So the real question remains, which way, Andi?” The seer thought a moment, her face twisted in concentration.
 
   Finally, she relaxed and smiled. “Direction three.”
 
   “Very well, let’s get mounted up.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Ryliss
 
   On the afternoon of the third day, we finally broke out of the scrub woods and rolling hills that had prevented us from moving much past a walk. We had run across an isolated farmstead where I spent some of my small number of gold coins in barter for two old sheepskin pads to keep the weight of our riders from making us too back-sore. 
 
   I also bought a couple pounds of coarsely-cured bacon and some salt. Kerrik’s spirits were quite buoyed by the sight and smell of the bacon, until I informed him it wasn’t for us. Several times during the trip, we had heard baying in the distance, and Naurakka was very busy keeping track of our pursuit. A couple times a day, I would call a halt and return to my Druid form and coax in some deer. After tying strips of bacon to a string, I would get them to do the donkey trick again. Rakka laughingly told me that this seemed to work nearly every time and would usually throw off pursuit for several hours, despite the human handlers’ attempts to keep the hounds on station. Apparently, these hellhounds were very food-oriented and easily distracted; good for us. 
 
   Still, I worried at the tenacity of the pursuit. As far as I know, they hadn’t gotten close enough to see us, so it seemed excessive that they would put so much effort into the chase. The thought that perhaps Verledn had a scrying crystal or that we were being shadowed by some sort of demonic presence crossed my mind. According to our map, we needed to ford a shallow river the next day and then enter a dark, forested area that nestled up to the foothills of the mountains that were our goal. From the map it appeared that there were several passes winding through the peaks that would lead us to safety.
 
   Andea, true to her story, was very good with horses and was light enough that Daphne scarcely knew she was on her back. The pooka, unlike a real horse that I was mimicking, could still talk in her equine form. The two of them and Kerrik were able to hold a discussion on the trail while I could only plod along mutely. I couldn’t even communicate with the pooka like I could with another horse, because she wasn’t really a horse. 
 
   My thoughts drifted to Somnus and Kaima, and I wondered if I could communicate with them as a horse. They certainly weren’t natural horses, but Lin and Jules talked to them all the time, except when Somnus was being an ass. I would have to try it the next time I was home. Home, the word and thought sounded strange, but in the short five years I had lived there, I had connected with the place and people far more than I ever had in any of the dark elf settlements I had lived in or visited. It surprised me that I missed it as much as I did.
 
   Currently, Kerrik was telling stories of his travels with the army and the places he had seen. He seemed to be careful never to actually talk about the fighting, just the day-to-day life of a soldier, which actually sounded pretty dull.
 
   “So, Kerrik, were there any beautiful wizard girls in the army? Any as pretty as me?” Daffi asked coquettishly, with a flick of her glossy black tail.
 
   “Well, that’s hard to say, Daphne. Except for our four-person squad, we didn’t get to associate often with other wizards. Most of the women took pains to dress and look as much like an ordinary dirt-digging trooper as possible anyway. All of us did.
 
   “Why? Don’t wizards run around in fancy robes and wave magic wands?” 
 
   “Umm…no…not the ones who wanted to live, anyway,” he said abruptly.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Kerrik grimaced, clearly uncomfortable with the thought. “Wizards are high-value targets in any battle, and extremely vulnerable targets at that. Most people only remember the Lifebane’s armies of zombies, skeletons, and ghouls. But he had another group, at least early on in the war, which was feared much more, especially if you were a wizard; the dark elves.”
 
   Crap! I didn’t like where this conversation was going.
 
   Kerrik continued, “We learned early on to keep our spell casting to an absolute minimum, dress like common soldiers, and not become too attached to our fellow wizards. The bastards would watch us from the tree lines and wait. You could be three hundred yards from the nearest clump of shrubs and still get an arrow between your ribs if they even got a clue you were a wizard; no one was safe. Some of our officers understood and helped keep us hidden, but others were jackasses and ordered us up to the front lines to openly cast spells on command. Those wizards were the first to die in every battle. I lost a lot of friends that way; finally, I just didn’t make friends anymore…” He paused, lost in thought. A few minutes later, he continued, “About the only good thing about the dark elves was that they had terrible leadership. They were deadly as snipers, but every so often they would stupidly bunch up and attempt a full frontal attack along with the zombies and skeletons. I almost felt sorry for them, they were uncanny bowmen, but as lightly armored as they were, they didn’t have any business in the front ranks mixing it up with heavy footmen. When they did attack that way, we went out of our way to cut them down like wheat. Let’s just say there were no wounded left behind either, but to be honest, no one shed any tears for the dark elves, not after what they did to us.”
 
   By this time, I was head down and nearly stumbling with grief at the waste and stupidity in Kerrik’s story.
 
   Andea shifted uneasily on Daffi’s back, perhaps more sensitive to the emotions that were shifting around our party like leaves in the fall winds. “I heard a storyteller in one of the port towns I visited with Jedaro’s caravan say that the dark elves changed sides in the end and fought against the Lifebane.”
 
   Kerrik growled, “I suppose that’s possible, I don’t think I saw a single one the last six months of the war. They probably sensed which way the tides were turning and jumped ship on the Lich to be on the winning side. Still, it wouldn’t piss me off if I never saw another dark elf as long as I live!” After that, he lapsed back into silence and failed to respond to any other questions by the girls.
 
   I was grateful I was in horse form and had no tears to show how I was feeling; life could be a bitter, unfair draught at times. It looked like my new found friendship with Kerrik and probably even Andi was doomed as soon as they found out what I really was. Part of me just wanted to run away, back to Sky Raven, where acceptance wasn’t such a scarce commodity. I sulked for an hour or so until my hooves started on the down slope to the shallow stream that I had seen on the map. Just on the other side was a deep, forested area which the map showed extended twenty miles or more, abutting the foothills which guarded the mountain passes ahead of us.
 
   Taking the lead, I led Daffi upstream a few hundred yards through the shallow stream in order to confuse our trackers. Finally, we exited on a rock shelf that flattened out and extended into the shady, mixed birch and hardwood forest before us. The low underbrush of grasses and ferns was surprisingly cool and level under our feet. This forest reminded me of the forests I grew up in, perhaps too much so. We had only traversed a couple hundred yards in, following a game trail, when I pulled up short and stared transfixed at one of the trees before me.
 
   There, clearly carved into the side of a beech that leaned slightly into the trail was a bird figure, probably a raven. I snorted and backed up three steps, which was our agreed-upon signal for Kerrik to dismount. He did so, and I forced the change into my two-legged form. I used to go hide in the bush to do so, but we had been traveling together long enough that I no longer bothered. If Kerrik saw a flash of skin here and there, it no longer mattered. I was confident that anything he did see would be hidden by Rosa’s scarf enchantment which would still show me to be an ordinary human girl.
 
   “Why are we stopping?” Kerrik whispered, looking around nervously, taking his cue from my body language.
 
   I pointed at the tree, keeping my voice low as well. “That is called a yprell marker, these are elf woods and we are intruders. We need to turn around…”
 
   “Not a good idea, my Mother.” I heard Naurakka’s voice in my head, signifying she was close. “The hounds and their handlers have just now reached the river where you went in. It will not take them long to find your exit spot.”
 
   “So close? But I heard nothing.”
 
   “They are getting smarter and have started muzzling the filthy little beasts. They are close by…” 
 
   I looked at my companions. “It appears we cannot turn back, the trackers are close on our trail. We will just have to press on and hope we do not attract any attention.” The two humans and the pooka nodded grimly. “I think we should continue on foot, the trail is getting too close for horse traffic anyway.”
 
   “I can still carry Andi in my goat form, Mistress; it’s a lot smaller.”
 
   I nodded. “Make it so, Daphne. Now we need to hurry on, there’s almost no chance that the elves won’t already know of our presence. We can only hope they will not consider us a threat and that they will regard Verledn’s men and hounds as one.”
 
   Quickly, I led the way, cutting silently through the trees like I had been taught as a young child. Kerrik, of course, being human, was as noisy as a bull, with Daffi much less so. The dark overhang of branches gave everything at ground level a twilight appearance, and it was nearly impossible to navigate using the sun. But the mosses and some of the other native plants told me the direction we headed as surely as a native guide. It was getting to be late in the afternoon, and judging our progress left me with the inevitable conclusion that there was no way we would make it all the way through these woods before dark. In fact, I doubted if we were even more than half way at this point.
 
   I sighed, thinking ahead. That meant a cold camp at best and, hopefully, it wouldn’t rain tonight. Maybe I could find a laurel tree and the pooka and Andi could spend the night inside and warm. I had let my musing distract me slightly and felt an insistent tapping on my shoulder from Kerrik behind me. Looking up, I froze.
 
   There was a male green elf in light armor holding a long sword blocking our path. White-haired, with eyes like watered-down ice, his face was impassive, neither friendly nor unfriendly. Swiveling my gaze a little, I now noticed at least a dozen bowmen set back slightly in the trees, targeting our party. I slowly raised my hands revealing that I held no weapons and set my gaze firmly on the ground. I spoke in common. “We offer our apologies for intruding on your peace. As you can see, we are unarmed and offer no threat to you or your forest. We merely fled here to escape the evil pursuing us, and we will gladly leave your lands by the quickest route possible if shown the way.”
 
   The warrior in front of us sheathed his weapon and strode toward us in seasoned confidence. Passing on my left side, he silently gave each of us the once over. Finally, he had circled all the way around our small party and stopped again in front of me.
 
   “And you are the leader of this…troupe?” he questioned in a rusty common dialog.
 
   I nodded. “I am escorting this wizard, Kerrik Beratin, and his sister, Andea Beratin, on this journey. My name is Ryliss Tancreek.” He glanced over at the wind wizard, taking his measure, and then spent a short time observing Andea as she fidgeted on the back of her black goat steed. Finally, he drew himself up facing Kerrik.
 
   “Wizard Beratin, it is not often we are able to host wizards to our humble forest. I would appreciate it if you and your party would accompany me to our village. I’m sure our chieftain and elders would love to meet you and your companions.”
 
   Kerrik looked at me and then back at the elf warrior. “We are traveling under somewhat of a time constraint and the brigands trailing us have already forced us far out of our desired travel path. We would normally be happy to accommodate your request, but…”
 
   “Good, it’s settled then,” the leader interrupted. “You will keep your hands where they can be seen at all times and follow me. Do not deviate from the path, there are dangerous wild beasts that roam these woods and I cannot guarantee your safety if you do not follow my instructions implicitly.” He raised his voice and spoke to his archers changing to a regional dialect of elvish that I was still able to pick up fairly well. “We take them back to the village. If they so much as twitch, slay them, even the goat.” Turning, he marched forward along the path we were originally following, and we had no choice but to comply.
 
   My mind was working furiously, trying to figure out some form of plan as we walked. Kerrik was apparently trying the same as he attempted to whisper to me several times, only to be hushed by a prod in the back or a glare back over the shoulder of the elf leading the way. My best guess was that we would be questioned thoroughly by their chief and probably let go. Green elves, in general, had no reason to harass human wizards and generally afforded them at least nominal courtesy. My own status was in serious question, however. There has never been any love lost between dark elves and green and I could only hope that Rosa’s scarf enchantment would hold up under their scrutiny.
 
   An hour’s trek, crossing several game trails and other paths through increasingly dense woods, brought us to a large clearing. The ground was worn down to flat stones by the feet of countless generations of green elves. At the far end of the field, a massive wooden structure squatted, shaped not unlike a spruce tree. Wide at the bottom and tapering all the way up to a sharp point at the very top, probably sixty feet in the air, the sides seemed to be made of hand-carved vertical planks layered all the way up. The occasional window was arranged between what I assumed were floors within. At the very bottom, in the middle, were two very large ornately-designed wooden and iron-bound doors. In front of the doors, the ground dipped into a huge smooth bowl-shaped depression, rising up to a tall grassy knoll on the other side of the clearing. It appeared the purpose of the mound was to host large, ritualized bonfires judging from the scorched area at its peak. 
 
   Not far from the bonfire area, a large stone trail led off into the distance toward what my keen ears identified as a roaring river gorge far below. In the other direction, well away from the river, were the rest of the village’s homes and shops. The center bowl area made a natural amphitheatre large enough to host the entire community. Word must have preceded our arrival as there was already a small crowd of elves sitting on the edges of the bowl. At one end of the bottom of the structure were two portable polished wooden thrones. Other than those, the floor of the depression was featureless. 
 
   Our escort led us down to the floor level, stopping only once to remove Andi from the back of the black goat. A young girl child came up and wrapped a piece of cordage around Daphne’s neck and led her away to some low buildings in the private sector. Kerrik, Andi, and I were soon standing alone in front of the thrones waiting; the archers had retreated to the top level of the amphitheater but still had their bows trained on all of us.
 
   Without looking at either of them, I whispered. “Kerrik, no matter what happens, maintain your status and bearing as a wizard. Bluster, lie, curse, show them some magic tricks if you have to, but never back down from what you are. Tell them the truth; you and Andi are on your way to Xarparion on a matter of great importance. That’s all they need to know.”
 
   “What about you, Ryliss? You can escape any time you wish. Are you going to leave us now?”
 
   “I will not leave you voluntarily, but make no mistake, Kerrik, we are all in great danger here. I have been listening to the guards and they have orders to kill. Your first priority has to be protecting Andi at all costs. Reveal to no one that she is a seer; additionally, you must get her to Xarparion and Sky Raven. If you arrive there without me, ask for an audience with the King and Queen. Tell them your story and they will grant you both the help you need.”
 
   Interrupting, Andea asked urgently, “Ryliss, can you swim?”
 
   Huh? “No, not very well, at least not without turning to animal form…why?” 
 
   Any further discussion was cut off by a blast of horns and the appearance of three individuals coming out of the grand doors of the cathedral. The first two, one male and one female, were slender and dressed in long robes of the lightest silk. The third was a stoop-shouldered ancient female elf dressed in a more practical shift and leggings of dyed cotton. Behind them trooped out half a dozen armored footmen with swords and shields. The first three walked calmly down to the thrones, as did two of the footmen, taking up positions on either side as the three sat. The remainder of the troops circled around closely in back of us and came to a halt. The ornately-robed male, whom I took to be the chieftain, spoke first.
 
   “So you are the wizard who allegedly has appeared miraculously in our midst? I am Aegone, chief of the Canna band of our people, and this is my wife Lhathma.” He had a longish face and thin delicate fingers, no facial hair, and the same whitish hair that they all had.
 
   Kerrik bowed formally. “My name is Kerrik Beratin; this is my sister, Andea, and our guide, Ryliss. We are on our way to Xarparion for an important consultation.”
 
   The stoop-shouldered female nodded and whispered something in the chief’s ear. It appeared that she was some sort of shaman or wizard herself. 
 
   “Interesting story, Wizard; perhaps you could clarify something for us. Our first reports, when you entered our woods, had two riders on horseback. But when my guardians ran across you, there were three humans and a goat in the party.”
 
   Kerrik’s face became very pale, and I could see him searching for an explanation. Finally, he just threw up his hands and blurted out, “Two members of our party have the ability to change shapes; they were the horses you saw. 
 
   “Shape shifters!” the woman identified as the chief’s wife exclaimed, standing up angrily. She glanced over at one of the guards, scowling. “Get that goat back here, now!” She sat back down, her pale eyes trying to burn holes in all of us. Other than slightly softer features, she could have been almost a twin to her husband. 
 
   “So I assume that your guide, this Ryliss, who appears human to our eyes but has the name of an elf, is the other shapeshifter?” the chief questioned sharply, and Kerrik nodded dejectedly. The elf woman on the throne now turned her attention to me.
 
   “You, girl, what exactly are you?”
 
   “A humble servant of the Earth Mother, My Lady,” I answered shakily and watched as she motioned for the old woman to examine me. Before the old crone could approach me, the guard who had been sent after Daphne came running back in a panic. He bowed and hastily explained to the chieftain in elvish that the goat had vanished from the pen in which it had been locked and was nowhere to be found.
 
   By the end of this conversation, the old woman was circling around the three of us. She immediately dismissed Andea, sniffed somewhat disparagingly at Kerrik, but found me very, very interesting. She stood off a few yards and pointed back at me, addressing her superior.
 
   “This one reeks of magic, Sire, powerful magic!”
 
   The chief stood up, still cross at the news of the goat escaping, and shouted at the assembled troops. “Bind her! If she resists, kill the blind girl!” Most of the footmen brandished their weapons and surrounded us. I felt my arms grabbed roughly, and a few seconds later, the burn of cold iron snapped over my wrists and ankles. I looked over and saw Kerrik struggling with several other warriors to no avail, and finally he just stopped and looked defiantly at the elves on the throne.
 
   “You have no right to do this; we have caused you no harm!”
 
   “Do not presume to lecture us on dealings within our own domain, Wizard; it is you who have trespassed under false pretenses. Now I will know everything from you!”
 
   The crone had again approached me as I was being held firmly by two strong males. First, she relieved me of the shield amulet Rosa had made for me to take the place of armor in my travels. Next, she discovered the bone dagger in my boot, which she examined and then tossed aside in annoyance. My other boot contained a flap compartment that held my magic map, which she smilingly confiscated. A search of my belt found the bag of dimensions. And finally, with a look of triumph, she reached up and untied the enchanted scarf from around my neck. Instantly, my persona as a human dissolved and I was revealed to a gasping audience as my real dark elf self.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kerrik just stand and gape in horror. After the crone had finished stealing my things, she stood back and with a final leer at me, addressed the chief.
 
   “My lord, the magic was all in these oddly enchanted items, she has no personal magic at all. She is no Druid; she’s nothing but a filthy dark elf spy.”
 
   By this time, the crowd and the chieftain were all on their feet, arguing and demanding action, most of it bloody. The chieftain raised his hands and shouted, “We will reconvene this discussion in ten minutes at the precipice! Then we will obtain the answers we need!”
 
   I was dragged roughly from the viewing area and toward the river. Along the way, I tested my bonds and I could feel the itch of the cold iron leeching away my connection to nature. Already it was like someone had put a heavy woolen sack over my head. I could no longer sense the life forms around me, smells were muted, and my head was muzzy in confusion about the sudden loss.
 
   My handlers, who were being none too gentle, half carried me up a rock incline and the smell and sounds of the raging river far below were very evident now. After further prodding, I found myself out on a narrow finger of rock extending into thin air. Looking down, I estimated it was something on the order of one hundred and eighty feet down to the cauldron of rocky boiling waters below. My rational mind hammered at me that drowning was unlikely as the fall itself was inevitably fatal. There was a certain fascination in watching the violence of the waters roar like an angry Jag’uri, but I finally took a big swallow of uncertainty and turned to face the crowd.
 
   The chief and his wife, along with the crone, pressed through the crowd on the main bank. I thought I caught a glimpse of Kerrik in the far background, but I couldn’t be certain. Aegone raised his arms for silence, or as much silence as possible over the roar of the waters below, and shouted, “You would do well to answer our questions honestly and freely. Who are you and what is your mission?”
 
   “My name is Ryliss Tancreek and as I have said previously, my mission is to guide the wizard Beratin to Xarparion.”
 
   “And what of the creature that came to us as a goat? Is this another dark elf spy as well?”
 
   “No, she is an innocent forest creature.”
 
   Aegone snorted. “I sincerely doubt there is anything innocent about this entire situation; never fear we will track down and find this other shapeshifter as well. What is your specialty, spy?”
 
   “Specialty?”
 
   “Yes, growing up, what were you trained to do? Are you an assassin? Spy? Thief? What?”
 
   “No sir, I am a librarian.”
 
   That brought a huge titter of amusement from the crowd but just caused Aegone to darken further with rage. “I would counsel you to start taking this interrogation seriously young woman; it will end badly for you otherwise! Now who do you work for?”
 
   “I work for the Enchanter, Rosa, at Xarparion.”
 
   “What nonsense! The humans and wizards at Xarparion would never allow a dark elf into their midst.”
 
   “Your information is badly flawed; not only are dark elves allowed to live and work in Xarparion, but the Queen of Sky Raven Fortress is a dark elf. This is an indisputable fact.”
 
   The chief growled, “I can see we are wasting our time here. Against the best judgments of my advisors, I am willing to go out on a limb and offer you one chance to live. You will immediately renounce all previous oaths of loyalty and pledge yourself solely to the Canna clan of the elves. We will expect you to provide all the information you know about dark elf troop numbers and readiness, as well as the locations of outposts and the identities of any other spies that you are aware of.”
 
   “No,” I said simply, trying to keep any vestige of tremor out of my voice. “I may be just a librarian, but I was raised by a dark elf father who loved and trusted me. I will not dishonor him or my family name by bartering away my honor for a life of slavery.”
 
   “Very well, I can see we are done here,” Aegone said dismissively. “Enjoy your honor in hell, dark elf spy.” He raised his chin imperiously, and I felt armored hands grab my arms on both sides. I heard Kerrik, several rows back in the crowd, finally snap out of his stupor and shout, “Ryliss, wait!”
 
   But any waiting was over as I felt myself propelled out into the sky. Part of me enjoyed the feeling; it reminded me of the long flights as eagles I had had with Lin and Jules. Except now, I was tumbling erratically down to my death. I tried to enact the change to a bird, but the cold iron manacles behind my back and around my ankles would not allow it. I helplessly watched as the frothing, spitting wall of angry water slapped me hard into savage darkness.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Kerrik
 
   I pushed the food before me on the table away uneaten. It was the morning of the fourth day since I watched the elves execute Ryliss, and the burn of shame that I didn’t do more to help her was eating away at me. The revelation that she was a dark elf had stunned me to be sure, but I was just too slow and dim-witted to recover from it before it was too late. My brain relived every rescue, every smile, every piece of good advice that she had graciously given me. The balance scale in my jumbled thoughts was heavily weighted on the side of Ryliss being someone I could never forget or repay, versus my preconceived notions of the evils of dark elves. Those notions now seemed so unimportant, and my sense of loss was profound.
 
   I heard a tap on our door, and a young elf girl led Andi in from outside. “Your sister has been freshly bathed and clothed, Wizard,” she said somewhat anxiously. “If you have broken your fast sufficiently, your donkeys are saddled and provisioned. You should leave before you lose the daylight.”
 
   I nodded in thanks. Overall, the Canna elves had been hospitable to the two of us. The first two days, of course, there were interrogations. Did I know Ryliss was a dark elf? Well no, I could honestly answer that I had no idea. Did I create the magic items that she carried? No, I have no enchanter skills. Do I know where she obtained the items? Again, no; probably Xarparion or Sky Raven. Why did she choose to lead our party through the elves’ domain? I don’t think she knew exactly where we were going any more than I did. Being completely in the dark came easily for me, and in short order, they seemed to believe my story. The only bit of information I kept back from my captors was that Andea was a seer. She did not appear to radiate a magic aura like a wizard, so she went undetected. Daphne apparently continued to elude them.
 
   A few minutes later, Andi and I mounted up on the donkeys the Canna seemed anxious to provide us. We followed our escort to the edge of the village, but there were no onlookers to watch us leave. From what little I could get out of the serving girls who attended us after the interrogations ceased, the Canna had troubles of their own. Apparently, there really were dangerous beasts in the forest, or at least one. A number of patrols had come back missing warriors and there was shadowed talk of an enraged monster stalking the Canna. In addition, a particularly virulent form of blight was yellowing the local crops and turning seedlings to dust; if it wasn’t brought under control, the next winter would be a long and hungry one. Even in their homes, the elves were under siege as thatch roofs mysteriously caught fire, penned animals regularly escaped, and fresh milk soured instantly in the dairymaids’ collection buckets. 
 
   We had just passed the edge of the village clearing and entered the tree line, when Aegone stepped out from behind a large oak and gestured to the two guards leading us. Obediently, they retreated back into the village, out of earshot.
 
   “Wizard,” he said, greeting us, and managed the remnants of an ingratiating smile. I had not seen the chief since the episode on the cliff face, and while I was not a very good judge of things elven, I would have to say he had lost a lot of his haughtiness and looked a few hundred years older than the last time I saw him.
 
   “Chief of the Canna,” I returned, gritting my teeth.
 
   “I hope you have everything you need to continue on with your journey; I instructed my staff to equip you generously. I hope when you finally arrive at Xarparion that you will speak fairly of your treatment here.”
 
   “Everything we need to continue our journey? You mean like our innocent guide who you had killed?” I said bitterly.
 
   The chief’s face clouded over and I could see that he was having difficulty keeping his anger in check. “You are fortunate that we discovered the spy when we did, Wizard! Your innocent guide would have undoubtedly slit your throats in your sleep one night without a second thought. I will not apologize for ridding our forest of the likes of her.”
 
   Looking away to hide the glistening in my eyes, I nodded. “Well, we should be on our way. It sounds like you have potent issues to attend to of your own. You have my thanks for the provisions and the treatment of my sister.” I started to nudge my donkey forward, but he put a firm hand on the pommel of the saddle.
 
   “Before you leave, I would ask that you take these with you.” He held out a hemp bag and glancing inside, I recognized Ryliss’ map, her dagger, pendant, scarf, and bag of dimensions. “While I will not apologize, I will acknowledge that your arrival in our village has not been auspicious for either of us. We are plagued by forces that we do not understand nor can we control, and we are anxious for this curse to be lifted. I do not know if the dark elf was a Druid, witch, or demon, but her coming has brought us nothing but sorrow. While these magic items are very valuable, they are tainted with her presence, and I would be grateful if you would take them with you. Return them to Sky Raven if she can be believed that it was her home. Bury them in lieu of a body if you must to bring her wandering vengeful spirit to rest, I don’t care, but take them away, please!”
 
   I nodded and tucked the bag into my donkey’s side bag. A few moments later, the elf guards returned and led us on a trail that would take us to the foothills, which were our original destination.
 
   That evening, tucked behind a rock fall in a small canyon, I watched our tiny fire listlessly. Finally I looked over at Andea sitting woodenly on a log. I had refrained from speaking about any of this to her while we were still in the confines of the forest. My sister looked even paler and more fragile than normal; she wasn’t eating, and the tears from her ruined eyes seemed to flow continuously. On top of it all, I don’t think I heard her utter more than a dozen words since Ryliss died.
 
   “Andi…how?” I asked painfully.
 
   She took a long time answering, and for a while I didn’t think she would respond at all, but finally replied in a small voice, “How, Brother? How did I mess up and cause my friend’s death? Is that what you are asking?”
 
   “Was this truly the best route of the three?” 
 
   “It was the only way to avoid Verledn’s trap, so at the time, yes. But things have obviously changed.”
 
   “But, Andi, you knew. That was the reason you asked Ryliss if she could swim, wasn’t it?”
 
   “A brief flash, Brother, and no time to act on it. Tell me, are you sure Ryliss is dead, that she didn’t turn into an eagle or something on the way down and escape? Somehow, I feel as if she is still in play in some of my visions.”
 
   “I made it to the edge just as they flung her off. I watched her struggling all the way down; she couldn’t seem to escape those restraints. Andi, I saw her strike the water and disappear below, no one could survive a fall like that. And as long as I watched, I never saw her rise to the surface…she’s gone, Andea.”
 
   Andi hugged her knees and sobbed for a short while, finally raising her head fiercely. “You don’t believe all those things the Canna said about her, do you? I know you hate dark elves, but Ryliss was a good person. She cared about people; she shouldn’t be judged by what her race did in the past.”
 
   “I know, I keep thinking about that conversation about dark elves we had on the trail, and how Ryliss acted different afterward. I must have hurt her deeply with my stupid war stories. Then at the Canna camp, I was stunned for a moment. I was used to seeing her as a plain, simple human girl, and then to see her as a dark elf…I will carry the look I gave her in shame to my grave.”
 
   “Tell me what she looked like, Brother.”
 
   “She was gorgeous, Andi; long silver and blonde hair, dusky purple skin…I don’t think I’ve ever seen a creature so lovely.”
 
   Andi sighed. “She told me once that the Queen she served at Sky Raven was the most beautiful woman in the world, and that she was as beautiful on the inside as the out. She treated Ryliss like a sister, like family. We need to find this Queen and tell her what a hero her sister was.”
 
   I brooded on that thought for a short while. “We will get there, Andi; at least we have Ryliss’ map to help guide us.” I got up and found the donkey’s side bags, rooting around until I found the hemp bag Aegone gave me. Returning to the fire, I spread open the map. “There is another village with the same strange marking as Biskitne; I wonder if that means there is another of these Wizard Towers there?”
 
   “What is its name?”
 
   “It’s a place called Northfield.”
 
   Suddenly, the two donkeys raised their heads and make a nervous wuffing sound, and I retrieved Ryliss’ bone knife from the bag. Standing up, I leaned well away from the fire to let my eyes acclimate to the darkening sky. Not sensing anything, I relaxed and sat back down. Reaching again into the sack, my fingers found the amulet that Ryliss has worn. “Aegone said these items were magical. You might as well wear this one, perhaps it will protect you or bring you good luck,” I whispered, putting it around Andea’s neck. Finding the scarf, I tied it around my sister’s throat, as well. “This one, I’m pretty sure, is the disguise; at least, this is what revealed her to be a dark elf when the old woman took it off.” I stood back and looked at her. “I don’t know, you still look the same to me, sis.” 
 
   “Maybe it only works on strangers. Are you sure we should be using these, Kerrik? These were her personal items; somehow it seems disrespectful.”
 
   “All I know is that Ryliss wanted you to arrive safely at Sky Raven. If using her magic items gets that accomplished, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind at all.”
 
   Again the donkeys went on the alert, shuffling their feet nervously. This time, I drew Ryliss’ bone dagger and slipped into the darkness, determined to eliminate the threat. Creeping around the periphery of the flickering light, I saw black shapes and shadows everywhere. I stepped forward and my foot found a rounded rock; teetering crazily, I tried to regain solid balance, but there was a sudden explosion of movement from out of the darkness. The next thing I knew, a bony head had knocked the knife from my hands and I was flat on my back with a black goat on my chest, licking my face energetically.
 
   “Daffi! I missed you too, but you need to get off me!”
 
   The goat’s scraggly fur thinned appreciably and its limbs lengthened. The homely face was replaced by the familiar cute, dark-haired girl I knew; a totally naked, dark-haired girl, who was still kissing me with wild abandon.”
 
   “Umm, Daffi, shouldn’t you be wearing clothes?” I asked, trying to pry her off.
 
   “They are totally optional for dryads, silly! In fact, I hear my forest sisters get better results like this.” She giggled, trying to burrow into my shirt.
 
   “Yes, well, sorry to disappoint you, but we won’t be getting those kinds of results tonight or any other night.” I grimaced, finally getting to my feet and setting her firmly aside. She drew away from me, hands on her hips.
 
   “Am I so repulsive to you, Wizard, that you cannot risk even a single evening’s dalliance with me?” she sniffed, on the verge of tears. 
 
   I gulped and tried to reason out a safe strategy, but it seemed best to just go with the truth. “Daphne, you are an exciting, lovely girl and most men would gladly dally with you in a heartbeat. But I made a promise to Ryliss that I would treat you like a sister, and I will try to keep that promise. I’m sorry.”
 
   Daffi looked down sadly. “I figured she would do something like that. Even in death, she’s a prude, and I probably won’t get my forest that I was promised either.” 
 
   “Well, Andi and I are still going to Sky Raven. If you come along, you can still ask the Queen to honor the agreement you had with Ryliss. What can it hurt? And I could really use the help with Andea.”
 
   She paused, thinking about it for a moment, then seemed to brighten. “On one formal condition, oh Wizard.” 
 
   “Really? And what’s that, oh pooka?”
 
   “When we get to Sky Raven or Xarparion, whatever it’s called, you will take me on a real date, just like human girls go on. Something fun, like a festival or a party with a real dress, flowers in my hair, and dancing in the moonlight!” The dark-haired girl clapped her hands together in anticipatory delight.
 
   I thought about it, and it seemed harmless enough. “Agreed…but there will still be no “dalliance” in this promise, strictly a date.”
 
   “Dalliance not required,” she said seriously. “But then, it’s a long way to Sky Raven and I will have lots of time to change your mind.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   I heard voices in my mind, as if someone was standing over me. At first, they spoke in muffled tones that were impossible to decipher. Concentrating, the voices became clearer and my mind recovered from its wildly jumbled state.
 
   “Why have you disturbed me?” A deep male voice registered in a slightly grumpy manner.
 
   I thought about trying to answer or even to open my eyes, but I couldn’t summon up the strength. As it turned out, someone else replied instead.
 
   “The wimrants retrieved this creature from the river, Master Thokul,” a younger-sounding voice that I attributed to a female answered.
 
   The deep male voice growled in dismissal, “If they had merely found it, Diori, the wimrants would have consumed this creature immediately and we would be none-the-wiser. So I ask you again, why have you disturbed me? Why is it here? And what is your involvement in all this; is this another of your fanciful projects?”
 
   The female voice dithered a little, but finally admitted, “I did send the servants to search the river.” 
 
   “Explain yourself, then. You were well thought of by the Auric, but occasionally, you act solely on impulse. I attribute that instability to the fragments of impurities in your makeup, a shortcut and disservice to us both I regret making. Well…explain yourself; I wish to know your reasoning.”
 
   “I had a dream.”
 
   The male voice choked slightly in exasperation. “A dream? Dreams are not for the likes of you, Diori. Dreams are for corporeal beings, you are a creation designed to be above such mental frailties. Dreams, real dreams, can be very powerful, but they can also be complete and utter distracting nonsense. 
 
   “It was as I said, Thokul,” she affirmed forcefully, and I could tell this was not the first time these two had disagreed.
 
   He let out a long breath of tired resignation. “Fine, you will tell me of this dream.”
 
   “A creature my mind only referenced as a guardian rose from under me and lifted me from my place of inactivity. I could feel its sides heaving and see small puffs of moisture. And it smelled of the surface world.”
 
   “Have you been sneaking around in the upper caverns again?”
 
   “No…well, not recently…anyway, the beast took me to three scenes or portents this night. We seemed to travel for several minutes through complete darkness with not a crystal or a spark of magma lighting the way. Soon, we burst back into the non-dream world, the creature’s legs finding purchase and diving down from the heavens. It took me to a collapsed cave deep underground, a wondrous place with mounds of ice crystals mixed with lovely silica. Ohh, I could have luxuriated there forever! We wandered through room after room until it came to a stop at a place where the silica was disturbed. There, I found luminary shells, Thokul!”
 
   “A clutch? How old?”
 
   “No more than ninety to one hundred cycles; there was no appreciable deterioration.”
 
   “Did you imprint the scent?” the male asked excitedly.
 
   “Of course; I am my master’s finest creation. I have them firmly affixed in my memory.”
 
   He snorted somewhat disparagingly but agreed. “Excellent, did you search for other sign?”
 
   “No…the guardian was impatient to leave and again spirited me away before I could explore further. Once more, it took me through the darkness of the dream world. We reappeared in yet another cavern, with wondrous water and mineral formations, a stream running through it, and gemstones that glittered like magma reflecting off pyrite. The presence of luminary was indeed strong here, too. This time, however, the creature walked forward with considerable trepidation, finally stopping and planting its feet, its entire body trembling with dread. It snorted a strange sound, and the mists of dreams parted, revealing to me a nightmare!”
 
   “Tell me what you saw, my child.”
 
   “Stark white bones, scattered scales, teeth, and empty hide, my Master, death…extinction. When my mind could accept the sight, I could see that this place extended far, way beyond the range of my vision. But in every instance, the noble jaws and empty eye sockets stared back at me in helplessness and sorrow. Bronzes, whites, greens, silvers and blues filled this abattoir with their wordless screams. A centum or more of luminary…the end of the species…” The voice I had come to know as Diori wept quietly, reliving the experience.
 
   Her master was silent, caught up momentarily in her vision, as well. Finally he spoke again, his voice shaky with emotion, “I don’t understand; with the renewal of magic to this world, the luminaries should be starting to actively breed anew. The Auric’s death was indeed tragic, but it was the result of honorable battle, not some nameless disease or malady. Did the phantom show you anything else at this place?”
 
   “No, Thokul; again it drew me away as if we were on some strict schedule of time. Either that or it wanted to leave this place far behind, too. One thing I did notice as the guardian flew up and swept over the corpses and back into the night of dreams, there was no aura of rot or decay; by rights, it should have been overpowering. It was almost as if I had looked at a sending of what was to come, not the here and now.
 
   “A scene of the past, a scene of the future, which would only leave a vision of the present left,” he reasoned. “Finish your tale, Diori.”
 
   “The last scene was the most puzzling, my Master, having never actually been to the surface world…” She huffed this resentfully as if this was another point in some long-standing debate of theirs.
 
   “You are still no more than a thousand cycles old, my dear. Your diorite core has barely cooled and yet you hound me for more freedoms? Silly girl.”
 
   “None-the-less, it limits my understanding of the world around me.” She made a growling noise which sounded more like gravel being created than a natural animal.
 
   “Please continue.” 
 
   “For the first time, the guardian spun us into the dream world but then quickly back out again and into open skies. Where were the walls? What was above our heads? What kept everything from falling in on itself? And what was that annoying light? All things I was unprepared for, even though it had been my fondest wish for some time. The beast circled down and finally hovered at the edge of a granite outcropping extending out over the river below us. A large number of corporeal beings were gathered at its edge, including this specimen. We floated effortlessly alongside this elf girl, I believe they are called. Amazingly, we were not visible to the group, or we were so commonplace as to be beneath notice. In any instance, we did not seem to garner any attention at all from the assembly.
 
   “There appeared to be some rancorous discussion going on between her and the crowd. Interesting, but I could not fathom why my guide had brought me to this place. What purpose did my being here serve? It in no way involved any luminary sign as in the first two visions. Finally impatient, the guardian snorted out an icy puff of mist, and then sucked it all back within itself. For whatever reason, my mind copied this, and I drew in a sample of air myself…Master, that’s when I made the connection!” 
 
   “What connection? What did you find, girl?”
 
   I again strained to open my eyes, but absolutely nothing worked; my body was entirely shut down. I found it odd that I could hear the conversation between the two of them, but I continued to listen anyway. Diori made a joyous sound and answered the question triumphantly.
 
   “It was faint, Thokul, but without a doubt there - the very same scent I locked into my memory from the first dream with the luminary shells. This ‘elf’ has had recent contact with a luminary, two of them; in fact, the very ones from the first dream!” She paused for effect. “At that point, the creature that bore me along slowly withdrew out over the water, still hovering. Suddenly, the others conversing with this elf grabbed her physically and cast her over the ledge and into the water below. If I am not mistaken from my studies, most corporeal creatures require oxygen to survive…is this not so?”
 
   “Yes…yes, continue, Diori…” her companion said in a distracted fashion as if he was still lost in his own thoughts. “We must question this elf and persuade her to lead us to the luminaries, lest the second vision come to pass.”
 
   “Master, at that point, the guardian snorted and a haze enveloped us. Immediately, I was returned to my place of slumber as if I had never left. I awoke in a panic, frightened that I might already be too late. It was then I summoned the wimrants to search for the girl.”
 
   “Well, they found her it seems, but I detect no spark of life left in her.” The male voice intoned, disappointed.
 
   Huh? I’m dead?
 
   “She is not quite inert yet. When the wimrants brought her to me, she was nearly so. With no viable alternative, I cast a time-holding stasis on her body. She hovers even now on the brink of eternal stillness. The spell will expire shortly and she will be returned to the last few seconds of time prior to her demise. This is the reason I roused you from your rest.”
 
   “Impossible!” he blustered. “We cannot let an opportunity like this slip away, Diori. We must have the time to find out what she knows. You have been my most diligent pupil with regard to the intricacies of life and death, probably because you will never actually experience either yourself. What do you recommend?”
 
   “I do have a thought, Master, but it is borderline heresy...”
 
   “Explain quickly, then.”
 
   “For this elf to recover her functions long enough to give us the information we desire, we must heal her injuries or inertness will overtake her body before she can help us. The only corporeal healing materials we have available to us are the non-viable vessels currently already in stasis.”
 
   “You are referring to the ones we save in the event of a catastrophic breach?”
 
   “The same, Master Thokul.”
 
   “You are correct, it is borderline heresy,” he whispered, a touch of awe seeping into his voice, and I heard the scuffling of feet as if he were pacing restlessly. “We have no record, no concept of what effect this might have on this creature. But then again…does it really matter? Once we have the information we seek, would it not be prudent to end this experiment and be rid of the creature to prevent any future problems?”
 
   Diori paused for a few moments as if pondering the gravity of the situation and then responded. “That line of thought would not be approved of by the Auric if she were here, Thokul. Someday we may need to answer to her successor.”
 
   “Yes, my young construct, but it is increasingly likely that that day will never come unless we move with great conviction. Very well, we will postpone the final disposition of the elf until we can assess the effects. How long will this take until we have results?”
 
   “I estimate a couple turns, providing the girl is strong enough to survive the experience, and contingent upon the conveyance spell working as it should.”
 
   “So long?”
 
   “Master, nearly every supporting framework in this elf is fractured, broken, or shattered outright, and I don’t know where to begin on the watery parts. I only hope her memories are intact.”
 
   “You will not fail, Diori. Make it so…”
 
   “Yes, Thokul.”
 
   My eyes snapped open and I attempted to take a deep breath…what a horrible idea! Racking pains shot through every pore and molecule of my body, to the point where it was impossible to pinpoint where it hurt worse. The writhing agony came with the absolute realization that death was just seconds away. I screamed hysterically into the darkness. 
 
   Sometime later, my eyes opened languidly. I was sleepy, naked, and comfortable in my new home. There were still some sore ribs, aches, and pains that primarily manifested when I tried to move; but overall, much better than the previous wake-up call. The fact that I was hunched over in an impossibly small spot was more comforting than alarming. I felt wet, even floating. It was so dark, my sight offered me no explanation as to my condition or location. At least, I was no longer shackled by those itchy iron manacles. Again, I drifted back into a deep healing sleep.
 
   The next time I remember waking, I sensed light and movement outside my walls. Initially, my vision was blurry but it adjusted as more light made its way through the translucent sides of my chamber. Apparently, I was still naked and sitting in a small pool of warm viscous liquid. The floor was concave, the walls sloped and rounded as well. I put a hand on the wall and was startled at how smooth it was. There was no door or window or any form of exit at all, and now that I thought about it, the air inside was becoming remarkably stale. I’m in a damn egg! Crap, birds at least get an egg tooth to use! I had nothing but my feet and hands, both of which were soft and waterlogged. 
 
   Hitting the side of the shell with my foot only proved there was no give at all. But it did trigger some sort of a reaction outside, as the illumination that filtered its way in brightened appreciably, as if someone had turned up an oil lamp in preparation for my arrival. A few more blows by my feet drove me to the realization that it would take something tougher than standard human or elf anatomy to break through this barrier. Not knowing what kind of reception to expect once outside the egg and still feeling weak, I decided against changing wholly into another form. 
 
   Concentrating on my hand, I used five years of practice to conjure up just my Jag’uri paw, complete with three-inch sickle-shaped claws. Experimenting over the years trained me to be able to complete the process in a few seconds or less, much faster than a full change. It was another reason I traveled weaponless, save for my small bone dagger, which I consider more of a tool than a threat. Examining the claws in the dim light, I allowed myself a slight smile; yes, this was much better for me than a sword any day. But the sight also reminded me of the separation from Naurakka and how worried she would be. I couldn’t feel her presence, and I had no idea how long I had been away or what happened to my other friends. I needed some answers.
 
   Tightening the tendons, I extended the claws to their full range and cautiously dragged them over the surface of the egg wall. They skidded off ineffectively, and there were no seams or cracks to exploit either. The curved shape of the Jag’uri claws was not ideal for this purpose as they were designed to capture, rend and slice. Snarling and retracting, I processed the thought of another form. The puma hide thinned and changed colorization, leaving behind long straggly tan hair. The claws grew larger and even more hooked, becoming almost bone-colored instead of midnight black. Yes, claws made for ripping open termite mounds should be what I need.
 
   Now fully formed, I jabbed the claws forcefully toward the side wall, but again found no purchase on the smooth sides. I was starting to run out of forms, imagination, and energy, and with the increased activity, lack of oxygen was looming as well. Enough air seemed to seep into the chamber during periods of inactivity, but not enough when engaged in trying to escape. Perhaps this was motivation on the Earth Mother’s part, or just a humane way to end the life of a weak hatchling. 
 
   Mentally slapping myself back into line, I considered that no sharp items were working; that would leave blunt force. Reabsorbing the anteater paw, I forced my backside up out of the ooze and readied a leg. Striped black and white hide encompassed me from the ribcage down both legs, finally ending in wicked black hooves. Hip muscles rippled and grew, as well, as I struggled to remain small enough to have the movement to kick in this enclosed space. Placing my still human hands firmly against the shell bottom in the leftover amniotic fluid so that I could utilize the longest part of the egg, my legs twitched with pent up energy. I focused on getting good extension and let it fly. My hooves pounded into the shell top with a satisfactory crack. Looking up, I noticed a glowing spider web of light radiating out from the point of impact which seemed to spread itself out over a far bigger area of the shell. Then the lines of light extinguished and it was as if I had never struck the shell at all; self-healing!
 
   Panting erratically, I allowed myself to go limp, even sliding ungracefully into the warm egg slime while I considered my situation anew. This was no ordinary shell and given the size, it came from an immense creature. The largest natural egg I had ever read about was that of an ostrich; this chamber was many times bigger and tougher. If that is the case, then this had to be the shell of a magical creature. I ticked off the magical creatures with huge eggs in my mind, and almost every one of them required magic or magical weapons to harm. It could be that their egg shells featured the same protection. 
 
   My friend, Lin, had taught me a Druid cantrip, which occasionally became useful when faced with undead such as vampires. Usually, it was cast on a weapon or stick but I would have to see if it worked on hooves, as well. Settling the incantation on my feet, I was pleased to see at least a faint blue light ring the sharp outer edge of my hooves.
 
   “Thanks, Lin, you may pull me out of this yet,” I panted aloud, the sound of even my own voice buoying up my spirits a bit. Readying my stance exactly as before, I coiled all my remaining energy down toward my hands and then released it explosively back toward the top of the chamber. Both hooves shattered a good-sized chunk of shell outward, leaving a hole the size of my head. As cool, clean air poured into the shell from above, I kicked a couple more times to assure I had a space large enough to escape. The shell’s perfect arch was ruined, its invulnerability a thing of the past, and I was free! Gasping at the rapid influx of painfully cold life-giving oxygen, I tried to fully catch my breath before becoming an elf once more. 
 
   Still naked, I pulled myself up out of the egg chamber. The eggshell, and now my feet, rested upright on a round, smoothly-polished stone dais of sorts. Five feet or so above, the ceiling was covered with brightly shining crystals that gave off a strong white light. There was a collar of stone around them so that the light shown straight down and did not diffuse much to the sides at all. Even with my elf night vision, I couldn’t see beyond a few dozen feet past where I was standing. I had no way of verifying it, of course, but I couldn’t feel any green growing life force anywhere nearby and it frightened me a little. Even far underground, persistent roots seek water and nutrients. The thought even crossed my mind that I had truly died and this was the entrance to the elf underworld that the elders endlessly prattled on about. My association with the Nova and Sky Raven had driven most of that dread and misinformation out of my mind, but still the fears of a little girl lingered ominously in my head.
 
   “Good, you are awake and active,” the female voice from my dream echoed in my mind. At least, she had seemed somewhat friendly.
 
   “Diori?” I asked hesitantly.
 
   “Yes, that is how I am known here. I see my experiment in letting you listen to the conversation with Thokul was a success. Excellent, I believe it will speed things up considerably.” A short ways away, another section of ceiling crystals lit up, revealing another similar-sized platform. This one contained a being sitting cross-legged, hands folded in front, watching me intently. When I say being, well that was kind of a stretch, at least, in the living sort of way. It appeared that Diori was made of stone, a black and white, coarsely mixed variation. Her physical shape and features matched my own; in fact, it was like looking at a Ryliss statue. “Are you calm and in control now, elf?”
 
   I leaned tiredly back against the shell and nodded. She continued, “As you are aware, I am very anxious to ask you some questions. But I also think that if this situation is anything like the fable of the Nine Cats of Diogethes, then you have questions as well. I propose we take turns asking what we desire to know, but first, I perceive you have some corporeal needs.” She nodded off into the darkness, and I heard a scampering of small feet. 
 
   A creature about a foot and a half tall, wearing a formal uniform, appeared carrying a tray. Behind him, an identical creature had a bundle of clothing, and behind that one was another hauling a chair. Each of the creatures had a sharp rat-like face and an almost painted on ingratiating smile. A long, hairless three-pronged tail dragged behind each of them. The first stepped aside and allowed the one with the clothing to approach me first. With a polished bow, it presented me with a green-tinted robe, very similar to what the earth students at Xarparion wear daily. The third placed the chair solidly on the dais next to the eggshell, and after I slipped into the robe, beckoned gallantly for me to sit down. After accomplishing their tasks, Two and Three disappeared back into the darkness, while Number One placed the tray carefully on my lap. It contained skewers of grilled vegetables, a bowl of berries, and a large tankard of half wine.
 
   “Thank you very much,” I said, smiling at the creature. While its expression didn’t change in the slightest, it did spring off with more of a bounce in its step than when it had arrived. I greedily gulped a good portion of the wine; the taste left over in my mouth from the egg was disturbing to even think about. Looking over at my host, I finally straightened up and attempted to compose myself. “Diori, if I may call you that, thank you for saving my life.”
 
   “You are most welcome. By what name are you called, Elf?”
 
   “Ryliss Tancreek, but please call me Ryliss.”
 
   Diori’s facial expression was wreathed in a broad smile. “The exclusion of the surname in normal conversation suggests we are now informal acquaintances, does it not?” 
 
   “Yes, I am ready to answer any questions you might have.”
 
   “I have numerous questions, not all of which my creator, Thokul, would approve. But I am mindful of your physical limitations, Ryliss. Please tell me when you become too fatigued to continue.” I nodded. “Have you been in contact with two luminaries recently?”
 
   “You are talking about dragons, are you not?”
 
   Diori tilted her head to the side as if thinking about it. “Yes, I believe that is your term for them.”
 
   “Fair enough; I last saw Dawn and Dusk about sixty days ago.”
 
   “And they were alive, hale, and healthy?”
 
   “They were alive and healthy, at least when I left; however, they seemed to be beset by some malady that caused them to fall into a sleep from which they cannot be awakened.” I heard the stone girl draw in a hissing breath so I paused briefly to see if she was going to ask a question, but she remained silent. “Determining the cause and finding a cure is why I was sent on this mission. What is this place?”
 
   “This place is called Anorthosite Hold; it is very ancient. The deep gnomes have served luminary-kind here for tens of thousands of years. You might think of it both as a seat of power and an embassy of sorts.” 
 
   “An embassy? For whom and for what purpose?”
 
   “In the very old days, long before the days of man or even elf, luminaries were much more common, as were disputes among the very powerful. This place, always ruled by a golden luminary titled the Auric, was both sanctuary and place of judgment for the entire dragon species.”
 
   “Good! How might I go about requesting an audience with this golden luminary? I need answers in order to help Dawn and Dusk.”
 
   “I’m afraid we cannot help you. Our Auric, the golden as you refer to her, died nearly five of your years ago and the embassy is in disarray and rudderless. We haven’t even seen a luminary in several great cycles. It is as if every dragon on the planet has fallen into the Enuwaugg that your friends have and will not wake up. Frankly, it was our hope that your friends had been contacted by the Auric or had some idea how to avert this calamity.”
 
   I shakily took another gulp of the wine. “Enuwaugg?”
 
   The being on the other pedestal rose from her seated position and paced back and forth for a few moments. “Ryliss, answering that question could be very dangerous to your health; there are secrets in this place that are jealously guarded. I need to be sure of you, and even then… First, tell me how you came to be here?”
 
   “Well, you brought me here, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but I wish to know the sequence of events that brought you here. I am over a thousand great cycles old, and yet you are the first outsider to stumble into Anorthosite in my memory. It just doesn’t happen. Even the village of elves living above us has no inkling that this place exists. No one but deep gnomes, we kobolds and, of course, the luminaries know of its existence. Yet you manage to find your way here, seeking to speak to our Auric, on a mission to save your friends. This would be laughably impossible without outside help, divine intervention or both.”
 
   I shrugged. “One of my travel companions is a seer; she is the one who pointed us in this direction. But I will admit I didn’t think I would need to entertain death to find the answers I seek. Wait, you’re a kobold?” The only experience I had with kobolds was with the beings known as Lyandvaettr. They were the vengeful creatures of the deep earth that Julia had summoned at the battle of Sky Raven five years earlier. My friend refused to tell either Lin or me what really happened that day. But according to my readings of sketchy histories, the Lyandvaettr were only to be summoned for the end of the world; anything short of that and the summoner would pay a terrible price. I hoped for Julia’s sake that the Kerr sending our sun into supernova qualified. I paused and shook my head, I remembered next to nothing about other kinds of kobolds.
 
   “A seer? Could not this seer simply tell you what you wanted to know?” 
 
   “Andi is very young and probably not fully into her own powers yet. She is better at just giving directions, and when I see her next, we’re definitely having a talk about those, too!” I chuckled wearily. “But, Diori, if you know what this malady is that put my dragon friends to sleep, please tell me.”
 
   “Ryliss, how much knowledge of dragon lore have Dawn and Dusk shared with you?”
 
   “Very little…”
 
   “And you attribute this to what?”
 
   “Well…they don’t know any other dragons, so it’s not like they have gotten any information by word of mouth. The books of my people and those of the wizard school, Xarparion, have next to nothing on dragon medicines or lifestyle. Mostly, the twins just operate on instinct, I guess. It’s not like there’s a dragon’s guidebook-to-life anywhere.”
 
   Diori smiled and raised her arms. All around us more sections of ceiling lights began to glow and illuminate the surroundings. What I had imagined was a small intimate cavern was suddenly revealed to be enormous, easily a hundred yards or more in all directions. But what really drew my attention were the twenty-foot tall bookshelves that lined every wall and the tables stacked high with tomes and scrolls. There had to be tens of thousands of documents just within its walls.
 
   “What is this place?” I stammered, not able to take my eyes off my surroundings…the books! My heart began racing like I had just run a long distance.
 
   The kobold laughed, a strange and high-pitched tinkling sound that would have probably been more at home in the voice of a fairy. “This Ryliss…is the dragon’s guidebook-to-life!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   “Surely with all the collective wisdom of this place, there must be an answer?” I asked, dropping my head heavily to the table where we sat with a huge pile of books.
 
   “Perhaps, but the truth is Anorthosite is not what she was in her glory. When the flow of magic was cut off, dragons, being the largest and the most magical of all the creatures, felt it first. It drained their vitality and made them quarrelsome and bitter. The luminaries associated with the primary colors turned inward and then finally, to evil. Those associated with metals:  the bronzes, coppers, silvers, and goldens, remained true to their tenets, but their numbers plummeted. We received fewer and fewer of either kind here; most of these tomes were written millennia ago.”
 
   “Tell me about it, I can only comprehend a third of what I am reading.”
 
   “That is impressive in itself, Ryliss,” Diori commented dryly, moving some scrolls off the tabletop. “I would never have imagined that an adventurer from the top world would have been able to read any of it.”
 
   I stopped and looked over at the stone girl with meaning. “So tell me, Diori, does that make me more or less of a liability to you? Why are you showing me all these works and helping me find the answers if you just intend to kill me to protect this place anyway?” 
 
   The construct remained motionless for a few seconds, then finished putting aside what she was working on and faced me. “Our former Auric’s name was Kailemora; I was her personal servant, friend, and advisor for centuries. I also thought of her as my mother in a way. Most deep gnomes do not believe my kind is capable of dreams or emotion. But as Thokul stated, there must have been a serious flaw in my makeup. The Auric and I sat at this very table for hours at a time and just talked. As I told Thokul, I do not believe Kailemora would have approved of any such plan. Even in the darkest hours, when it looked like the Lifebane would destroy this world, she had faith that the good people of the planet would prevail. I do not profess to be a proficient judge of such things, but I believe she would approve of what you are trying to accomplish for your friends, Dawn and Dusk. In her honor, I will have no part of any scheme to end your existence. Besides, I feel you have as much to offer Anorthosite as we do you, perhaps far more.”
 
   “I don’t understand, Diori.”
 
   “Let us concentrate on finding the answer to your problem first.”
 
   At least ten hours of study later, during which I am pretty sure I dozed off several times, I blearily closed the last volume related to what was referred to as the Enuwaugg. I yawned and stood up, moving my arms and legs in an attempt to force some blood to flow to my limbs and, more importantly, to my brain. 
 
   “Alright, let’s sum up what we know,” I sighed. “The process known as the Enuwaugg has been going on since dragons became dragons.” Diori smiled and nodded as I continued, “It is usually a good thing, vital even, for a healthy dragon. It is a rejuvenating sleep process that triggers intellectual growth and is also when dragons acquire new abilities and talents. It spans color lines, meaning that it affects red dragons and silver dragons exactly the same way. It even occurs at approximately the same time and apparently ends at the same time, as well.”
 
   “So, basically, every dragon in the world hibernates at precisely the same time for a month or so, roughly every hundred years. I wonder why that is?” Diori whispered.
 
   “Perhaps it’s a defense mechanism? Think about it, for that month’s time, a dragon is virtually helpless. A dragon’s primary enemies are the humanoid races and other dragons. If all dragons are affected at the same time, it eliminates predation from dragon-kind, and dragon lairs are notoriously hard for humans or elves to find. No wonder they are so secretive about their biology. If word of this got out, it would be open season every century on dragons of all colors.” 
 
   “Let us hope that never happens. But to the point, nothing in these works points to the trigger that begins or finishes the process…it just happens,” the stone girl said in exasperation. “But they must be able to instinctively sense it coming on; otherwise, we would have dragons haphazardly dropping from the sky. Your friends, being very young and not having the benefit of council of other dragons, would have had no idea what was happening to them.”
 
   “They would probably just have felt very tired and instinctively sought out their most secure lair for what they probably thought was just a short, relaxing nap. That would explain why there was no warning to anyone at Sky Raven,” I explained. “But this place, Anorthosite, has been around for millennia; surely this phenomenon must be better documented somewhere here.”
 
   Diori threw up her hands in a decidedly human affectation. “If there is, I don’t know where it would be…Enuwaugg is just something we don’t talk about. This place is more like an embassy; we really don’t house dragons for long periods of time. A month with no dragon visitors every hundred years could easily be written off as a strange coincidence, and as you said, they are very secretive. Even as close as I was to our Auric, it wasn’t at all unusual for her to be gone for months at a time with no explanation of where she had been. Still, I have been wracking my nodules to remember one hundred years ago, and I don’t recall a period during that range of time where she disappeared for a month at a time.”
 
   “Could it be possible that golden dragons are exempt from Enuwaugg?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said dubiously, “not as a whole anyway. But when a golden takes on the mantle of the Auric, they change and become much more than just a golden dragon. Perhaps that should be our next area of research.”
 
   “First, I’d like you to look at some hand-written pages tucked in the back of this last volume before we put it away. It might be gnomish.” Shoving the vellum toward her, I pointed out the faint spider-web thin script. “Can you read it?” 
 
   She froze like a genuine statue, and I was surprised to see large drops of water streaming down her smoothly polished features. Head bowed as if she carried a heavy weight, her stone body shook with tremors of emotion.
 
   “Diori?”
 
   After perhaps a full minute of this silence, the construct girl turned to me. “This is a letter from Kailemora herself, the last communication before she died. I always grieved that she did not think enough of me to say goodbye, now at least I know she did. Shakily, she started reading. 
 
   “Dearest Diori,
 
   “I write this to you just hours after the great victory over the dark forces of the Lifebane. While I was not at the fortress called Sky Raven for the final battle, I trust the three luminaries under the Duke’s control that I intercepted on the way to the battle made up for my rudeness in not attending. They were stronger than anticipated, but if I helped tilt the battle in the favor of good in any way, it was worth every claw and bite and even the blood that flows so freely down my sides right now.
 
   “I have reached the end of my long journey. I am sorry that I cannot spend more time with you and explain all this in detail. However, I even now feel a numbing weakness coming over me. At the end of this writing, I will be taking myself out over the great ocean for the last time lest my body fall into sinister hands.
 
   “As you are reading this, you must be researching the Enuwaugg, and the situation with all the other luminaries must be grave indeed. First, as you no doubt have surmised, it is a natural and beneficial part of our lives. All luminaries, save for the Auric, succumb to its call within a few hours of each other. Those of us who have lived long lives recognize the symptoms and head for our chosen site of repose post haste. It occurs every century like clockwork, and the source of its power and what triggers it is a mystery even to us. However, as an Auric, being the only one awake for many of these episodes, I have noticed the correlation of events and thereby discovered what releases our race from its sleep. If you were another luminary and my time not so short, I would tease you with riddles about what process in the universe is capable of such precision. But it would be lost to you, little one, as you have never been to the surface world and gazed upon the stars at night.”
 
   I was getting a bad feeling about all this. So what she is saying is that every hundred years there is a celestial conjunction of planets or stars that provide the magical impetuous to wake up the dragons. Like clockwork! What is more reliable than celestial events for timekeeping…brilliant! Except for one small detail…our planet is now several galaxies away from where it should be. The stars and planets will never align here in the same pattern or manner as they did before…ever. Dragon-kind is destined to never wake up!
 
   “By now you, and anyone you have chosen to take into your confidence, will have realized the issue. When the Nova saved the planet, they may have inadvertently doomed our species. Pay special attention now, my child; there is good news and bad news. There is a way for the Auric to circumvent the celestial trigger. Think of it as a failsafe that was placed in our very makeup eons ago. It is also the reason the Auric alone watches vigil over its worldly flock both good and bad. The bad news is that I will not survive to perform that duty, nor is there any other existing gold dragon out there to pass the mantle of Auric forward.
 
   “I know this must seem disheartening, Diori, and I can almost see your tears fall reading this as I am scribing this down. But know this; you are different for a reason. Your makeup was not the result of some random impurity that found its way into your being as Thokul suggests and complains constantly about. I had a part in infusing you with additional magics that made you different from the other kobolds. Diori, you alone, have a heart and a conscience and the ability to love as no other construct ever has. Why, you ask? Would you not have been better off feeling no pain, loneliness, or sorrow? The truth is probably yes, but I confess I had my own selfish interests to consider. Diori, I created and raised you to be the mother to my own child if necessary, and gave you access to the knowledge of all luminary-kind as well.”
 
   “Child? What child?” I gasped. The stone girl held up a trembling finger to halt my speculation as she continued to read.
 
   “By now, bright one, you have correctly guessed that I have hidden an egg, one from an earlier time, as a hedge against just such a calamity. With our numbers dwindling, it was inevitable that the metal-colored luminaries would come to this. I placed a powerful stasis on it, a variation on the special spell I taught only you, meaning that only you or I could remove it. 
 
   “As much as I would love to tell you where to find the egg chamber, I cannot take the chance that even this letter might fall into the wrong hands. Anorthosite is a shadow of its former glory, and without a strong Auric, it is no longer safe. I sense movements in the shadows whenever I walk these halls late at night, and it fills me with despair. Practitioners of the dark arts and their demon masters would go to great lengths to control the life of the last remaining golden. In the wrong hands, my baby could even become a tool of evil. I would rather the entire race of dragons perish than see an abomination like that occur.
 
   “So you see, my dear, the fate of all luminary-kind rests on the shoulders of the one individual in this world that I trust wholly…you. To find and rescue my baby, you will need the help of others. One item that I never shared with you is that all Aurics are blessed with the gift of second sight, a very powerful gift. On my way here to write this, I set a series of events in motion to help you with this task. It is a quest, and like all good heroic quests, you will need to acquire friends and guides for the journey. I know this is a foreign concept to a construct, but you have the capacity to be more than your stone parts. Let your heart be your pathfinder.
 
   “Once you have found the egg, assuming the hatchling inside is still viable, it will fall to you and your new friends to raise it. You must protect it at all costs until it is able to defend itself both mentally and physically. Have no illusions, even if my child manages to save luminary-kind, the evil side of our species would love the chance to kill the last golden. You must find it a safe and secure home with strong protectors until at least it has moved beyond juvenile stage.
 
   “Diori, I know I have given you a daunting task. Please understand I had no choice. Blessed be the path you walk, my friend and child. I love you both, goodbye.”
 
   Kailemora
 
   “P.S. His name will be Donatello.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   “Andi, you’re taking us in circles!” I barked, looking at our map. “We’re no closer to Northfield than we were a week ago.”
 
   “Patience, Brother,” she smirked with a wry smile. I had noticed in this past week that my sister’s mood had lightened considerably and she was beginning to enjoy life a bit more. I think the camping and the travel reminded her of better days on the caravan circuit, where at least she was free of her handicap. She and Daffi continued to bond, and the pooka made sure that she included Andi in most of the mundane tasks around the camp. “Have some faith that this is where we need to be right now.” She sighed happily, breathing in the scents of the campfire and the forest beyond.
 
   Still checking the map, I decided that where we were…was most likely lost. Somewhere in the foothills of the mountain range we had been skirting for days. I had found some likely-looking passes and even over-flown a few to scout them, but Andea vetoed moving forward every time.
 
   “Need I point out, Sis, that we are running out of food and we have heard the hounds in the distance at night twice this week? They have to know they have us pinned up against these mountains. How long will it be before they flood these foothills with their thugs?” I shook my head and looked around none too happily; we were camped along a small stream next to a birch thicket. The stream was a plus because we could use it to hide our trail if necessary. We had released the donkeys days ago, fearing that they were too recalcitrant, slow, and easily tracked. Of course, that meant we had to lose a large part of the gear we had been gifted by the elves as well. I tried to make good use of the bag of dimensions as best I could for the essentials. Without the donkeys, that meant that Andi rode on Daffi in her pooka horse form and I walked. Daffi insisted she was strong enough to hold us both, but I promised myself to save that for an emergency, if at all.
 
   The pooka cross had been acting strangely, changed somehow, ever since that first night when she rejoined us. She lost all pretense of coquettishness, worked hard and was unflaggingly cheerful on the trail. She kept Andi’s mind occupied by asking question after question about what life was like in the human world, seemingly fascinated by it all. Around me, her behavior became almost shy, even going so far as to conceal herself when she changed forms. 
 
   When I mentioned this to her, she looked down self-consciously and replied, “I have come to realize that my previous behavior was born of need, envy, and desperation. With Andea’s help, I have resolved to become more than just a tree wench or a mischief-making freak. I am turning over a new leaf.”
 
   “Really? I’ll match you idiom for idiom, a leopard can’t change its spots.” As soon as I said it, I knew I had made a terrible mistake. Instead of being funny or clever, it came out as just plain mean. I instantly saw the reflected look of sharp pain and sadness in her eyes. 
 
   She took a short, ragged breath and glared at me defiantly. “My birthright may define what I am, but it will not define who I am, Oh Great Wizard!” Tears streaming down her face, she turned abruptly and marched off into the woods, head down, defeated, and leaving me too shocked to say anything.
 
   “You should be nicer to her, Kerrik,” Andea announced coldly from where she was sitting by the fire. “She is trying so very hard…fighting against her own nature.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say, Andi. I didn’t intend for it to come out like that, I mean, I think she is adorable. But I promised Ryliss I would treat her like a sister, and besides, how can I know how much of her infatuation with me is real and how much is just her nymph half acting out? Is there any kind of long-term relationship even possible with a half-nymph, half-pooka? Neither of her sides is even remotely human, after all.”
 
   “Men…” Andi clicked her tongue dismissively. “Don’t they say that love conquers all obstacles, Brother? Daffi has all the emotions of any human girl and then some. Truth be told, Daffi is a much better match for you than Ryliss, who, by the way, isn’t human either.”
 
   “Well, we’ll never know now, will we?” I said bitterly, still smarting from the last time I saw the dark elf woman, reliving her death at the hands of the Canna. I walked over and sat closer to my sister, hands spread out to the warming fire. The only sounds were made by the crackle of the flames as night settled its comfortable cloak over us.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Ryliss
 
   Donatello? Diori and I both stood up and backed away from the table in shock. It didn’t help the situation that we were both watching the Auric’s letter char and turn to ash in the construct’s hand. What? Another quest? What is this, my third already this trip? I seriously need to talk to Rosa about a raise when I get back…if I get back.
 
   “Ryliss,” Diori said quietly, plainly saddened by the ashes sifting through her stone fingers. She wouldn’t even be allowed the comfort of keeping the last words of her mentor. “May I call you a friend? I perceive I really need a friend right now…”
 
   Humans always seem to offer consolation at times like this, usually in the form of holding the other person or a hug of some kind. I put my arms around her, and it was immediately awkward because I don’t think she was used to being touched at all. But it didn’t take her long to bury her head in my shoulder and let the tears pour out. I expected her to be cold, hard and rock-like, but not at all. In fact, her body movements and spasms from the sobbing were amazingly human. 
 
   Finally, she straightened back up and attempted to dry her face with her hands, speaking in a whisper, “I’m sorry, I did not intend to presume that we had a friendship. If the physical contact was distasteful to you, I sincerely apologize.”
 
   I took a deep breath and waved off her concern. “I remember how I felt when my mother and unborn brother died, Diori. Sometimes, you really do just need to know there is someone who cares. Now, it seems we have a young dragon to find.”
 
   Diori searched my face with her eyes, which in itself was a little disconcerting as she has no pupils or irises, but still her face could still come alive with expression. “You would be willing to accompany me on this quest?”
 
   “Well, it seems your quest and my missions are intricately tied together so, yes, of course I will help you. Do you have any idea where this egg chamber might be?”
 
   “Thank you, Ryliss. But to answer your question, sadly no, she had laid a number of recent clutches in a special chamber here in Anorthosite, but she had a string of bad luck and they were all infertile. Knowing what I know now, I believe it is possible that it wasn’t bad luck at all, but murder. Judging by the tone of the letter, I am reasonably sure Donatello is not within the Anorthosite complex. The Auric’s letter made it plain that she felt security here was compromised. Knowing how Kailemora’s thought processes worked, the egg is probably in a location that she discovered centuries ago and kept secret. Close enough so she could keep an eye on the site, but revisiting it only once to lay her egg. She would have been wary of showing too much interest in a spot in case she was being watched.”
 
   “So we have no credible clues for a place to even start looking? How long do you think Dawn and Dusk can sleep before they begin to die? It’s already been months.” 
 
   The construct tilted her head as if in thought. “Strong, vibrant luminaries like your silvers should be fine up to the six-month point. Beyond that, they would start to enter the first stages of inertness…” 
 
   “Death,” I interrupted. “Humanoid races on the topside call it death.”
 
   “Thank you, Ryliss; I will remember your correction. The very young and wounded or weak dragons could face death sooner, possibly as early as the four-month mark.
 
   “We’re running out of time and answers, then.”
 
   “Agreed, we will need to act quickly, but Kailemora also implied we would need to recruit others to our quest to succeed,” Diori said.
 
   “Your Auric was a powerful seer. The events she set in motion foresaw this unique situation for us or she wouldn’t have followed that path and left us without direction.”
 
   “Meaning?” Diori coached.
 
   “Meaning my presence here is not an accident. As you originally surmised, outside forces were at work, just not one you expected…your own Auric. I was brought here by a strand of fate that Kailemora separated with great care over five years ago and set to run its course.”
 
   “And what brought you here was another seer!” the construct interrupted excitedly. “According to the books, they are extremely rare. One to three of them are born in a generation on the entire planet, almost non-existent…what are the odds?”
 
   “Ahuh… She’s still young and nowhere approaching the peak of her powers, but Andi is very good at finding things. She could lead us to the egg the same way she led me to you…well, hopefully, not the exact same way.”
 
   The stone version of me paced back and forth for a few seconds, contemplating. “Ryliss, we must find this Andi and hopefully recruit her to our cause immediately.”
 
   “I know. Unfortunately, the last place I saw her and her brother was in the green elf village above. As you know, our last meeting didn’t go well, but it’s a place to start looking. If we are very fortunate, they may have already found their way to Xarparion, where we can recruit some really top flight help for our search.” 
 
   Diori put away the last book and motioned for me to follow. “We have much to get ready for, Ryliss; let us begin.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Two small black dots, which could easily have been mistaken for rodent eyes, followed the dark elf and construct as they left the library. Shifting a book from a high library shelf, it stepped out onto one of the heavily-built shelves. It appeared as a small, twisted, misshapen human with a face as gnarled as its legs and arms. Barely six inches tall, dressed in ichor-stained rags, it shook with silent malevolent laughter as it turned and skipped away to report to its dark master. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   “A golden dragon egg? Surely you’re joking, Lebahn,” Verledn snarled as he slid out of bed in his private chambers. As before, a large red spot had appeared on the wall, its blood-red edges scintillating like the air over a hot fire. He threw on a robe and hissed at his bed companion. “Get out!” 
 
   The dazed, peasant girl nearly collapsed on the floor as she scrambled painfully out from under the covers. She hurriedly gathered up the remnants of the clothes she wore when she was dragged from her frantic parents earlier in the evening. The young woman managed to keep her tears at bay until the solid wood and steel door snapped shut behind her, but then they came in a deluge. The armed guard outside the room leered at her suggestively but, apparently, couldn’t leave his post and made no move to stop her from escaping down the hallway. Still sobbing and shaky on her feet, it was a long trek down cut stone circular stairs that ringed the outside of the tower, this being the public entrance. 
 
   Finally, at the four-story mark of the structure, the inner stairwell side stopped being wall and turned into railings, the better to view the grand central throne room far below. A furtive glance around showing no guards close by, she paused quietly for a dozen deep breaths or more. The expression on her young face changed from despair to resolve. With great poise and deliberation, the girl smiled at last and climbed the rail, not so different in height from the one that enclosed the loft of their landholder’s barn. It was a special place where she and her younger brothers had played games endlessly as children. She balanced expertly on the top banister, arms out to make adjustments. Images of friends and better times plastered a frozen grin on her tear-stained face, her damaged mind no longer lingering in this foul place. She spun her arms gleefully, pushing off for the last time; a child no more, but at least a soul intact.
 
   Back in the room, the wizard was unaware and unconcerned about what was occurring far below him. He was pacing and firing questions rapid fire at the sending disk on the wall.
 
   “So if we manage to obtain this egg, Lebahn, what would your Mistress grant me for such a prize?”
 
   The image shifted as the fire mage’s eyes lit up in unholy glee. “You would but have to ask, Lord Wizard! Gold, more than you can imagine, tantalizing unearthly concubines, demon magics, necromancers to provide you with armies of undead at your command. There would be no limits to your power! You could leave this squalor, and after crushing the pathetic resistance, make Sky Raven itself your throne of authority on this world! All this could be yours…if…!” 
 
   Verledn’s eyes shifted greedily at the words and, unconsciously, he nodded at everything Lebahn promised. A savage grin spread over the face of the image on the wall as he knew his mark had taken the bait. 
 
   “Find the seer! Use whatever resources you need, but capture her before this day is out!” the wizard sputtered, his mind already organizing his new world order.
 
   Lebahn nodded stiffly. “They are still at large in the Wollren foothills, My Lord, not far from the green elf forest. If they retreat back in there, it will make our job much more difficult.”
 
   “Don’t bother me with details, Lebahn; just get me the damn girl.”
 
   “Might I suggest this would be a good time to employ the gargoyle, Lord Wizard. This would assure success and the cost is…”
 
   “Yes, yes…I know, fifty souls…do it!” the wizard spat impatiently.
 
   “A wise decision My Lord; and when we have the girl, do you want her brought back to your castle?”
 
   Verledn thought for a moment and made a snap decision. “No, finding the egg is paramount. You, Marl and the fifty troops you have should be sufficient. Take her and immediately begin the search, you know what to do if she’s not cooperative. But Lebahn…”
 
   “Yes, My Lord Wizard?”
 
   “I want her brought back to me largely intact when this over. That rebellious tart has much to answer for, and I will personally take great pleasure in breaking the last of her resistance. I was much too tender with her the first time. With her visions and the power of your Mistress behind us, the world will soon be ours for the taking.” 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   An hour before dawn, I opened my eyes. It had been a restless night and the low clouds overhead promised the possibility of rain. As was our habit, the three of us huddled near the now extinct fire with a simple blanket over us; myself, Andi in the middle, and Daphne in her goat form on the other side to preserve warmth. Daffi, for some reason, eschewed sleeping with us in her human body, and the horse was too big, and the rabbit too small. If someone had have told me that I would have appreciated sleeping with a goat, I would definitely have told them they were crazy. But the pooka was clean and fragrant-smelling, while Andi and I had definitely been on the trail far too long. Breathing in the soft scents of the forest, I drifted back to the land of dreams.
 
   Dawn broke as promised, cloudy and cool; I was just about to sit up, when I felt small hands around my throat. I jerked fully awake to see my sister placing Ryliss’ protection medallion around my neck and she looked upset.
 
   “Andi…what the…?” 
 
   “You’ll need this more than I brother.” As she finished the task, I noticed she had removed the scarf from around her neck and had tucked it into my shirt pocket, as well. By this time, I had tapped the goat and she was sitting up regarding us with alarm. I grabbed my sister by the shoulders and gave her a little shake.
 
   “Andi, what do you know? What’s going to happen? Please tell me!”
 
   “No time, just bits and pieces…” she mumbled. I jumped to my feet and pulled the bone dagger out of my boot. Daffi changed to human form and began frantically breaking camp, stuffing the blanket into the bag of dimensions as well as the few other mugs and essentials that were still lying around. Leaving the two of them, I ran to the edge of our camp and started to scan for any signs of our pursuers or other danger. I saw nothing, smelled nothing.
 
   Daffi walked up behind me and put a solicitous hand on my shoulder. “We are packed up,” she whispered, placing the magic bag into my belt pouch and lashing it down. “We should leave this place. I’m strong enough to carry you both for a while, at least until the danger is past. I patted the pouch confidently and snagged her hand with mine, giving it a grateful squeeze as she turned to go. “Thank you, Daphne.” The pooka looked down at my hand and then smiled shyly; with a curt nod, she turned back to rejoin my sister. Whether it was Andi’s forecast of doom and gloom or my own senses kicking in, I still couldn’t lose the feeling that something was wrong. Yes, we should leave this place, right now. Taking one last verifying glance at the perimeter, I returned the dagger to my boot and turned back to my companions. Daffi had made the transition to her graceful black horse form and was prancing impatiently next to Andi.
 
   Suddenly, a huge gray form dropped straight down from the equally gray sky. With one flick of its bat-like wings, it batted the horse, screaming in terror, her feet cartwheeling over her head, crashing into a copse of trees thirty feet away. It was a huge brute, easily twelve feet tall. It appeared to be made from flat gray stone, except for the cruel eyes which gave off a blood-red color as it glanced at me and smirked. I had heard of creatures called gargoyles before and had even seen carved representations of them on some city buildings but, believe me, none of them did justice to this specimen. Andea, of course, could see none of this and was standing in the middle of the camp petrified with fear. Before I could even make it half the distance to my sister, the monster grabbed the back of her clothes in its talons, launched itself back into the still air, and carried her screaming away.
 
   I pulled the bone dagger, our only weapon, back out of my boot. Thankfully, Daffi had staggered back onto her hooves, her sides heaving with pain, but I couldn’t attend to her now. The gargoyle carrying Andi was already starting to pick up airspeed and height. Casting my fly spell, I felt the reassuring air pressure build under me and I was up. If you aren’t used to it, the amount of concentration needed to fly in a straight line was daunting, but years in the military had honed my skills with a couple key spells at least. 
 
   By the time I had reached the same height above the ground as the creature, I had already closed two-thirds of the distance between us. It was single-mindedly headed in one direction and either wasn’t aware of, or more likely wasn’t concerned about, my presence. Putting everything I could into additional speed, I approached him from slightly above. Below me, the ground was passing in a blur, but a dark movement caught my eye for just a second. It was a black horse, running impossibly fast across the uneven ground below us, her mane and tail swept back by the force of her gallop. 
 
   Reorienting on the gargoyle, I lost a little altitude and moved to my attack. By now, the creature had shifted Andi into one of its heavily-muscled arms, which left it with only one taloned hand available for attack, and I would come in from the other side to avoid it. The only weakness I could see in this creature was the thin leathery wings so they became my first target. If I could somehow shred those so that he had to land, I would at least have a better chance of a rescue. If nothing else, I would make it fight me and possibly give Daffi time to make off with my sister. 
 
   All these thoughts ran wild through my head as I moved closer to plunge the dagger down into the wing surface between the fingers. The razor sharp tip just skidded across the leather, doing no damage whatsoever despite my putting everything I had into the strike. With a roar, he inverted and I felt a wing buffet crush into my face and chest, sending me flailing backward. Stabilizing, I rushed to rejoin the attack and again struck with the dagger. The first inch of the blade snapped off with a crisp bone-breaking sound, again doing no damage, and again I was pounded with an offhand wing slap. We had been flying for the better part of twenty minutes now, and I could feel the extra magic I had put into the spell starting to wane.
 
   I was thinking about the advisability of trying to land on its back to force it down, but it seemed that the creature was already losing altitude. The earth swells we had been flying over were gradually turning to actual hills with more serious cutbacks and small cliffs, so it wasn’t an area to crash land in. My inattention was nearly the death of me again, as the gargoyle snapped over on its back and just missed me with one of its wicked claw swipes. But still, he was sinking lower; perhaps he was tiring. Unfortunately, it appeared my fly spell might fail due to fatigue first. I had put everything I had into speed and I was feeling a little wobbly.
 
   We were approaching a long hill line that it appeared the stone monster was only going to clear by about twenty feet or so, when I mustered the last of my energy and sped up to catch him. This close to the ground if I could bring us both down, it probably wouldn’t be fatal anyway.
 
   Imagine my surprise when he cleared the ridge and dropped down to land, me hot on his tail and concentrating on his back. Suddenly, I realized we were right in the middle of a large encampment of heavily-armed and armored men. My army training kicked in and I estimated fifty or more. Crap! Mentally backpedaling, I slowed my airspeed and pulled up, just in time for a dozen longbowmen to draw arrows and nock them. I tried to duck back behind the ridgeline just as I saw a small black cloud of projectiles rise up from their position. At least three of the arrows hit me directly in the chest and stomach. The force from the yew-propelled shafts knocked the air out of me and I didn’t even feel the steel tips pierce my body.
 
   The next thing I knew, I was on the ground, blood running in streaks down my scraped up face. A large black shaggy horse stood over me as more arrow shafts rained down upon us and impacted her body. With a supreme effort, Daphne reached down and grabbing my collar with her teeth, and started dragging me down the back side of the hill away from the bowmen. Pulling me into a swale behind a boulder where there was some immediate short-term shelter, Daffi wheezed, shakily.
 
   “Kerrik! Can you ride for a bit? We have to get out of here; more men are coming down the hill to finish you off.”
 
   “Andi,” I croaked, still unable to draw a full breath.
 
   “You can’t help her if you are dead,” the pooka snorted weakly. That’s when I looked up at her and saw at least a dozen arrow shafts buried deep in her heaving sides. “Climb on and ride, Wizard!” 
 
   Struggling to my knees, I got a foot under me and barely managed to sling myself over her back, holding on around her neck. Somehow, she managed a burst of speed and, using gravity, we tore madly straight down the hill away from the line of archers that was descending from the ridge. My mind wandered to some of the folk tales of people lost in the wilds who happened upon a strange black magical horse that carried them to their deaths. Then again, for all I knew, I was already dying; my chest hurt like I was. We ran like this for several miles, me hanging on for dear life, and the pooka oozing lifeblood like rain into the trail behind us. It was almost surreal; the sweat, blood, heat and sense of loss, fading consciousness to black.
 
   The bright sunlight of mid-afternoon beating on my face finally roused me enough to pry open my eyes. I was lying on my side, half under a downed log on a grassy bank, the burbling sound of running water telling me a stream ran nearby. Cradled in my arms, her tousled, dark-haired head just under my chin, Daffi lay breathing evenly. Physically, I felt better than I had any right to, and I cautiously reached down and ran a hand over the spots where the arrows had impacted my stomach and chest. Sore and bruised, yes, but no actual bleeding wounds were evident. Propping myself up on one elbow, I looked around curiously. A few feet away, there was a small pile of arrows scattered on the ground. 
 
   Sensing I was awake, Daphne edged away from our spooning position and onto her back. She stared up at me silently, her large dark eyes betraying no emotion. I don’t know what came over me, but I reached down and caressed the hair out of her eyes, and finally leaned over and kissed her. She closed her eyes briefly and just let me explore her lips before reopening them and stretching up to initiate some kisses of her own, her hands sliding coolly along both sides of my face. Finally, with the briefest trace of a smile, she exhaled slowly.
 
   “Remember what I told you when we first met, Oh Great Wizard?”
 
   “You mean the-kiss-me-and-I’m-yours-forever part?”
 
   “Ahuh…signed, sealed, and delivered, Kerrik Beratin,” she whispered huskily. “Please don’t break my heart.”
 
   “Daffi, what happened? I remember being shot, I remember the impacts of the arrows; hell, I remember all the arrows in you as well. How is it we are still alive? Or are we?”
 
   The pooka reached into my shirt and pulled out Ryliss’ defense charm; together, we watched it turn to dust in her palm. “This saved you.” 
 
   I shook my head in wonder; magical items were something that we read stories about when we were kids. Oh, there were the occasional dwarf-made items that one saw the street vendors in the bigger cities hawking, most of which were clever fakes. “But what about you, Daffi, I saw you blocking the arrows from hitting me, I saw the blood! How is it you still breathe?”
 
   She looked at me and reached up to brush her lips against mine, seeming to revel in the sensation as a contented smile crossed her face. “I will tell you everything, Kerrik. You see, a pooka cannot be killed in their animal form. We feel the pain of everything that happens to us, be it arrow, stone, or dagger, but true death can only occur in our human form. So if you ever feel the need to kill me, now you know my most vulnerable secret.”
 
   “But you still felt the pain from each of those arrow strikes that you blocked? Daffi, there were a dozen or more!”
 
   “Yes, and I felt each and every one of them, but I would do it again tenfold to save you.” 
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I thought wizards were supposed to be smart,” she growled and pulled me down to her soft lips again. 
 
   A short while later, after we had extricated ourselves from under the downed tree, Daphne sat cross-legged out in the sun, her arms and face stretched out like a sunflower in a meadow. I leaned up against a tree trunk in the shade, and we discussed our problem.
 
   “I’m sure I could sneak into their camp, Kerrik; but they aren’t exactly going to allow her to ride out unchallenged on any of my forms. There are over fifty armed men there and only two of us. Plus, they will be expecting a rescue attempt, unless they think we’re dead, that is.” Daffi said.
 
   “What if I created a diversion?”
 
   “You were lucky to have Ryliss’ charm on you the first time, you won’t be so lucky again. You have no weapon; most of your spells are useless against a crowd of that size, and there’s still the gargoyle to consider. We need help, Kerrik.”
 
   I considered it for a few moments. “The only force close enough to help would be the Canna and I doubt they will be very willing.” 
 
   “Perhaps if you offered them a year’s service?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure if I was an earth wizard or a Druid like Ryliss they would consider it, but what exactly is a unskilled wind wizard going to do for a forest of elves? Still, I have to try everything to get Andi free; the worst they can say is no. Hopefully, they are in a better mood than when I left.”
 
   “Yes, well, I’m pretty sure after I left, things improved remarkably,” Daffi snickered. “I will take you as far as the edge of the forest; from there, it’s up to you.”
 
   “No need, I think it is time to reinforce my status as an all-powerful wizard and fly there myself. If nothing else, it might raise my prospects for bargaining with them.”
 
   Less than an hour later, I started my descent into the elf village. Finding it by air wasn’t so hard now that I knew it was on the banks of the great river. Extending my arms theatrically, I attempted to look impressive. There was a beehive of activity going on below me, just none of it because of me. From what I could tell, all the fuss centered on a large, rolling wagon that had just been parked at the far edge of the commons. The wooden top prevented me from seeing what was inside, but it appeared to have iron bars extending above the roof, like the prisoner transport that had hauled me from the tavern what seemed like so long ago. 
 
   On the trip here, I had divided thoughts. One was worry for my sister, but I managed to convince myself that seers were too valuable to waste. Since they had snatched only her specifically from our camp, it seemed certain they knew who and what she was. For the time being, she was probably safe from death, at least.
 
   My second concern was my new found feelings for Daphne. I was painfully aware of Ryliss’ warning concerning the pooka cross, but the image she had portrayed of Daffi as a shallow, almost mindless slave to lust didn’t match the girl I had come to know. She was sweet, caring of others, and she had saved my life at great personal pain. This wasn’t a girl who existed only for a quick roll in the forest. I was also reminded that Ryliss hadn’t known Daffi more than a few hours, so it could well be that her vision was skewed by the same preconceived notions that I had tripped over. If Daphne was some sort of damaged freak-of-nature, it occurred to me that I could be considered the same. 
 
   I was perhaps only fifty feet or so above the arena area where we had first been questioned before any of the Canna noticed me at all. Instantly, I was covered by a dozen or more bowmen, but Aegone was already standing outside among his people and he waved off the threat with a politician’s smile on his pale face. Landing, I swept into a formal bow, as most of the elves vacated the area between us.
 
   “Wizard Beratin, what a delightful surprise. Frankly, I didn’t think we would be graced with your company quite so soon. I’ll admit you had us worried when the donkeys we gifted you returned riderless. Surely, you have not returned from Xarparion already?” he chortled, obviously in a good mood. 
 
   “Not exactly, Chief Aegone. You seem to be in much-improved spirits.”
 
   “Yes, since you left, the crops have turned around, the milk has stopped curdling in the milkmaids’ buckets, and today of all glorious days, we have finally taken care of the last of the irritants plaguing us.”
 
   “Really? I am pleased for you. Perhaps with all this overflowing good fortune, you would look kindly toward my asking a boon of you.”
 
   The tall elf winced slightly but continued to smile and wave at some of his people who walked by, but his eyes were cold as ice. He continued, “Since the bulk of my recent good fortune occurred after you vacated our lands, Wizard,” he said warily, “I sincerely hope this request includes you leaving and never returning.”
 
   “It does, or at least, it can.”
 
   “Excellent!” Aegone smirked and pointed. “Look, they are readying the festivities!” My eyes followed his hand, and my attention was drawn to the wagon I had spotted from the air. It was parked on the top of the bonfire knoll and its wheels chocked with blocks of wood. From where I stood, whatever was inside was hidden by a curtain of dark fabric that encircled the wagon body. Young elves were running back and forth carrying armloads of cut wood, pine branches, and dry tinder materials and stuffing them under the entire length of the wagon.
 
   “A bonfire?” I guessed. 
 
   The pale elf paused to tickle an elf baby under its chin as her mother carried her overly swaddled child past. “Oh, much, much more than that, my friend, it’s more like a demon crucifixion. You’ll see they are almost finished with the preparations. Now explain this boon of yours…”
 
   I told him in detail how Andea had been kidnapped, leaving out any references to her being a seer, I especially omitted mentioning anything about the pooka. I also detailed what assistance I was petitioning for from the Canna.
 
   Aegone was practically giggling as I wrapped up my proposal and I had even thrown in my offer of a year of service as Daffi had suggested. “Ha Ha, Wizard, you really are quite the amusing character. Let me see if I have captured the gist of this. You want me to hazard the lives of my warriors against a troop of fifty heavily-armed mercenaries and a magical gargoyle, of all things, to accomplish what? Rescue a useless, damaged slip of a girl?”
 
   “My sister,” I gritted, not liking his tone.
 
   The elf chief chuckled. “Pardon, your sister, then…and for completing this task, we Canna gain what? Your undying gratitude? Oh wait…I almost forgot your generous offer of a year’s servitude.” He turned and faced me, the smile sliding off his face, and his eyes hardened. “I thought I explained that I wanted you well gone and away from my people, not hanging around here worthlessly for another year. The answer is no!”
 
   “But they will kill her!”
 
   “Then go back to Xarparion. I’m sure with all your alleged connections, of which I am still somewhat skeptical, you should be able to enlist the aid of your fellow wizards to do your bidding. The Canna have no interest or concern in this matter.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up his hand, silencing me. “I have spoken! Now you will have to forgive me, but I must take my leave of you; I have a joyous speech to deliver.” And he walked away a few paces.
 
   By now the prison wagon looked like it was floating on a huge raft of wood and tinder at the peak of the knoll. The young elves doing all the work stood back and dusted off their hands and clothing, smiling at the chief expectantly. A couple of them retrieved burning torches from somewhere and stood at attention for instructions. Beaming at his people, Aegone stepped onto a raised dais that had been moved up by servants.
 
   Unlike the first time when Ryliss, Andi, and I had been questioned publicly, this speech was entirely in elf. I had picked up a few words in the army, but I certainly couldn’t follow it all. I probably wouldn’t have wanted to know either. The way Aegone was preening up there, I’m sure the self-important bastard was taking credit for the sun and the moon at the moment. It did give me time to consider my situation; the Canna’s reaction to my request wasn’t entirely unexpected, but I had to try for Andi’s sake. I would just have to figure something out. 
 
   I was just about to cast a fly spell and head back to find Daffi, when the tempo of Aegone’s words shot up, and he pointed dramatically toward the wagon pyre. To the cheers of the assembled throng of Canna, a couple of elf attendants ran up with hooked sticks and dragged down the curtain that circled the iron bars of the wagon body. In the sunlight, it took my eyes a few moments to make heads or tails of what I was looking at. For the longest time, it looked like just a motionless black mass. Finally, there was some definition and I saw a creature I recognized! Bloodied and matted, but still regal as hell, it was a Jag’uri puma, Ryliss’ Naurakka! 
 
   Getting up stiffly, she roared a challenge to the crowd and halfheartedly batted at the iron bars. A couple of younger children with long sharp sticks prodded at her, but the great cat seemed resigned to her fate and simply lay back down to wait for the end. Before she lay her huge head back down on the wood floor of the wagon, she glanced in my direction and tilted her head questioningly, her eyes locked on mine. Finally, she just settled down on the floor with her chin resting on her paws.
 
   With a dramatic flourish, Aegone signaled the torch bearers, and they immediately tossed their brands on wood under the wagon. The dry tinder practically threw itself into the fire, and in a few seconds, the entire pile started to churn with smoke and laughing flames of hellish delight.
 
   Without thinking, I redirected the energy I was building up for the fly spell to my hands and let loose with a blast of air. Normally, one of my best casts couldn’t knock over a potted plant from this distance, but I must have instinctively channeled some of my bottled-up rage and hit it just right.
 
   A howling cone of straight-line force blew under, across, and around the wagon, extinguishing the flames as if they were matchsticks. The wind chased the accumulated piles of wood and tinder out from under the wagon. It exploded them outward with enough strength to cast most of the material over the banks of the chasm and into the river far below. The sheer force of the gale lifted the heavy wagon up on two wheels and held it teetering there for a few seconds until the magic subsided. The wagon then slammed back down onto all four wheels with a dramatic screech of rusting twisted metal, kicking out a couple of the wood blocks that kept it from rolling.
 
   There was complete and total eerie silence as every mouth in the place formed a silent O, and nervous glances were exchanged throughout the crowd. To his credit, Aegone probably snapped out of the shock first, even before me! 
 
   “How dare you interfere with Canna justice!” he bellowed, his usually colorless face now stained an apoplectic red color.
 
   “Burning a natural creature alive is not justice! No more than throwing a defenseless, manacled woman over a cliff into a river is justice!” I screamed back at him. “Where I come from, the gentle wisdom of the kingdom of elves is revered. I see neither gentleness nor wisdom in the deeds of the Canna!”
 
   “You…you overreach yourself, Wizard! Another word and I will have you cast into the cell with the Jag’uri you so eloquently defend.” 
 
   “I will make you a deal, oh great chief of the Canna!” I shouted sarcastically for all in the silent crowd to hear. “Since the Canna allegedly value courage and honor above all things, I will voluntarily walk into the cage with the creature bearing no weapon and using no magic. I will abide with it for a span of twenty minutes to prove that the horrifying and deadly Jag’uri will not harm me. At the end of that time, I will tie a piece of string around its terrifying neck and lead it out of the enclosure like a kitten. We will then leave this place, your forest, and all the lands of the Canna forever. Deal?” 
 
   “Impossible! This beast slaughtered twenty hardened warriors in the past two weeks. Once we netted it, it took another twenty men with ropes to get it into the cage. It will rip your guts out and bat them around like a ball of yarn before you take two steps inside,” the chief growled.
 
   “Well, that would seem to be my problem, now wouldn’t it? Either way, you are rid of an annoyance.”
 
   “Very well, it is your own death you seek!”
 
   “Do you accept the terms of the wager? This, before all the people of the Canna?”
 
   “I accept the terms, Wizard. Make your peace with whatever gods you hold dear and pray that the beast is quick.” Aegone spat angrily.
 
   Less than a minute later, a phalanx of spearmen escorted me up the rickety steps to the prison wagon. Much to the delight of the crowd, I was unceremoniously shoved through the door. I heard the thick metal bolt slam through the receiver on the outside of the heavy-banded metal door, locking me inside. Naurakka looked up at me, panting, from her resting position on the floor and allowed herself a coughing chuff and a naughty drooling lick of the lips. The crowd outside was on its feet waiting with baited breath for the inevitable, and then the big cat put her head back down on her paws and appeared to doze off, completely unconcerned.
 
   With a shrug to the audience, I tucked my long piece of twine into one of my pockets, walked over and sat down next to the puma, leaning back against her sleek side. Naurakka made no move against me and actually started to snore loudly at one point about halfway through our time together. 
 
   Right before, by my calculations at least, the end of the wagered time, Naurakka stood up abruptly. I could tell by the excited murmuring of the crowd that they were hoping this was the end of the bothersome wizard they had all been waiting for. But the big cat wasn’t interested in me. She looked out longingly through the bars, her tail swishing back and forth, and tilted her head as if trying to zero in on a particularly interesting sound in the forest beyond. I lazily watched her as I counted down the approximate time and added a little so that Aegone couldn’t claim I had cheated. Finally, I sighed, retrieved my miserable piece of string, and fashioned a crude collar for Naurakka. I don’t think the massive cat even noticed when I looped it around her neck; she was still focused on whatever she found so interesting outside. With a little tug, I drew her with me until we faced the door, and I called out to the chief of the Canna. 
 
   “Chief Aegone, I call on you to honor the agreement you made and release us now.”
 
   The tall, pale elf adjusted his regal robes and, with his entourage in tow, walked haughtily up to stand within a few feet of the bars and laughed. “Fool! All your little display has achieved is to confirm what I already suspected.” He raised his arms and voice higher, playing to the crowd. “Everyone knows that Jag’uri are demon spawn and that they can only be truly killed with the cleansing power of fire. To treat with one in such as manner as you have convinces me that it is nothing more than your demon familiar! And it is you and your dead concubine who are responsible for tormenting our peace-loving people!” 
 
   I was shocked, momentarily speechless, and probably looked really stupid holding a twelve foot man-eating cat by a child’s piece of twine in the middle of the cage.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Aegone turned and addressed the youngsters still loitering around, “Hurry, quickly gather more firewood and tinder; we have two demons to burn!” The assembled green elves sprang into action to complete his orders. Not only did they refill the area under the wagon, but they brought whole dead pine saplings from out of the forest, tied them into bundles and tossed them up onto the roof. Ominously, more lit torches were also starting to make an appearance. Glancing at me, he motioned to a pair of archers nearby. “If the demon mage so much as lifts his arms to cast a foul spell, shoot him! Mind you, don’t kill him; his essence would escape and he would only return to cause more mischief. He must be kept alive until the cleansing fire takes him back to hell.” I watched in horror and fascination as the last of the dry tinder and combustibles were laid practically under my feet. 
 
   “So this is what serves as honor and justice in the elf lands now?” I questioned aloud so that the assembled could hear. My voice was a few octaves higher than I would have liked, but oh well, I got the point across. “We have always heard in the army of Elcance that it was the dark elves that were to be feared, not the wise and gentle green elves!”
 
   “Oh, that is still an entirely accurate statement,” a female voice spoke clearly from somewhere far back of the crowd. Cries and murmurs rang out as the green elves frantically parted to the sides. From my high position in the back of the wagon, I had a perfect view of the newcomer…Ryliss? At least it looked like Ryliss, if she were carved by an expert rock mason out of black and white granite. On her shoulder perched a malevolent-looking raven which, if I recalled my battlefield lore, elves of all kinds dreaded as the creatures that inevitably carried their souls to the underworld. To have one here, so visible, would have been like someone sounding a death knell. The pair of them began to walk calmly forward toward the chief and our wagon behind him.
 
   Aegone’s eyes widened with fear and he was barely coherent, pointing at the newcomers. “Don’t just stand there, shoot the witch!” He screamed at the bowmen who had moved up to see what the entire ruckus was about. The raven took to the air with a squawk of displeasure as the archers loosed their arrows. Shaft after shaft struck Ryliss dead center, and each shattered impressively into wood shards and feathers at her feet. It didn’t slow her in the slightest.
 
   With an evil gleam in his eye, Aegone snatched a burning brand from the hands of one of the awestruck young elves and tossed it contemptuously on the pyre circling our wagon. The flames caught at once, greedily racing through the loose tinder and dry twigs. “At least your demon lover will still burn, witch!” he screamed back at the Ryliss statue. A number of warriors ran up and hacked away with long swords and staffs at the stone figure still advancing unhurriedly. In each case, their swords or other weapons shattered upon impact, leaving the attackers holding nothing to fight with. 
 
   “Bear her to the ground and clamp her in irons like last time!” a green elf sergeant growled to his troops. The well-ordered militia surrounded Ryliss like schoolboys vying for the attention of the class’ prettiest girl and flung themselves on top of her as she continued her unconcerned stroll. I watched in fascination as the dog pile shrunk and then collapsed as the stone girl seemed to melt away under the pile, only to rise up unscathed out of the ground a few feet farther along as if she never broke stride.
 
   By this time, Aegone was frantic as Ryliss was rapidly closing the distance. Even his staunchest personal guards were losing the will to stand up to this unstoppable force. A few more attempted to block her path and slash at her, but she didn’t even acknowledge their presence or attacks. She just left a trail of shattered metal and disbelief in her wake as she walked right on through them. 
 
   It was getting uncomfortable where I stood; flames were starting to lick up and around the stout oak flooring of the wagon now. With the smoke and heat rising, it created a veil of hazy, sometimes inconsistent views from our vantage point. The cat, which had been remarkably stoic throughout all of this, began to pace wildly and utter whining noises. That’s when I remembered Ryliss’ story of how they had met. Naurakka was understandably afraid of fire. 
 
   The guards who had orders to shoot me if I twitched were long gone. In fact, I’m pretty sure Rakka and I were totally forgotten in the mayhem as more drama was occurring outside. Screams of fear and dismay were echoing from the crowd in panicked waves. “The demon Jag’uri is loose…run!” Huh? I looked at my forlorn companion and she didn’t look loose or happy to me. Sticking my face against the bars, I waved enough smoke away for me to catch a glimpse of a long, black, sinuous form racing back and forth among the elves. It looked very much like the evil twin to Rakka, and I chuckled as it gave out a monstrous roar that I swear I felt vibrate up through the wagon wheels. Agitated, Naurakka answered with her own enthusiastic return.
 
   That was it for the Canna. An unstoppable stone creature and two Jag’uri in their midst, all of the women, children, and aged immediately fled to the safety of the forest, leaving their warriors to fight a retreating action. But most of them were without weapons and, ultimately, they turned and ran as well. Even the grand cathedral building wasn’t a refuge any longer and the chief’s wife and her retinue poured out, leaving the doors swinging open in the breeze.
 
   Inside the wagon, it was getting hotter and there were places where it looked like the floor was starting to char. Naurakka had given up and was panting hysterically on her side, trying to catch any kind of a cool breath. Flames were crawling relentlessly up the wooden front wall of the cage. I knew once they reached the dead pine bundles on the roof, the stored resin inside the wood would explode with fire, cooking us both from top to bottom. I had to do something! 
 
   I drew together the magic for another gust since the last one had worked so well. The problem this time was one of angles; I couldn’t cast it through the heavy plank flooring. By the same token, I couldn’t get my arms far enough out of the cage to sweep the cast under the wagon like last time. Resolving to try anyway, I let it go. As I guessed, it wasn’t good at all; the cast ended up driving almost straight down into the knoll. The force of the blast kicked up a cloud of dirt and bucked up the front end of the entire wagon a couple feet before dropping it roughly and noisily back down. Sadly, it not only didn’t extinguish the flames, it seemed almost to fan them into extra intensity. Now the wagon and even the wheels were seriously on fire and I could barely breathe, much less see out. 
 
   Dumbfounded, I just collapsed on the floor next to the mewling cat, coughing and concentrating on trying to breathe. That was when the realization hit me that I should have used my spell to knock the pine bundles off the roof instead…too late. But something else was knocking at the warped door of my consciousness… Oddly, my butt was bouncing up and down on the hard planks, and the floor we were sitting on seemed to be tilted. It was the same feeling I had experienced when I was taken from the tavern to Verledn’s castle…this burning wagon was moving!
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   Diori brought me back up to the surface world through a maze of tunnels and fissures in the rock face above the raging river. It wasn’t quite the homecoming to the sights and smells of the green earth I was expecting. I had been gone, I thought, for at least a week or more and I was concerned about Naurakka. Since the construct and I decided to start looking for Andi in the last place I saw her, the Canna village, it only seemed reasonable to arrive close by and reconnoiter. I felt a couple hundred yards was enough distance and would afford me the opportunity to change into bird form for the mission.
 
   We had exited out of a cleft in the side of the canyon wall and carefully scaled our way up to the top of the gorge. I was struck by the smell of wood smoke and crowd noise coming from the direction of the village. It was a long shot I knew, but I reached out to Rakka in my mind.
 
   “Mother?” A tenuous, frightened reply came back along with some kittenish mewling that I couldn’t even decipher. “Help me, Mother! There is fire and I am afraid!” It was all I could do not to leave Diori and run straight to my four-footed girl. Sending a message of promise, I quickly asked Diori to wait while I flew in to find my cat. The form of a swallow would do nicely.
 
   A frantically quick, wing-dipping flight brought me over the scene. The grand wooden structure I thought of as the Canna’s cathedral was still there, as was the large, deep bowl amphitheatre in front of it. The only major addition was a large freight wagon with an iron-barred cage in the back. The wall between the driver and the prisoners was solid as was the floor and the ceiling; the bars rose above the top of the roof creating a small rail around it. It was parked on top of a steep knoll directly across the bowl from the cathedral.
 
   There seemed to be a lot of smoke and haze from a recent fire, but no current flame other than a few lit torches. The area was full of the Canna:  women, children, tradespeople, and, of course, warriors. They all seemed to be focused on whatever was in the wagon, waiting and watching. Darting down, I banked in close to the bars and nearly crashed into one of the female Canna when I saw what was inside. There was my cat, looking all matted and forlorn, and Kerrik leaning against her like she was a piece of furniture. I double-checked and the bolt to the cage was thrown, so they were definitely prisoners of some kind. I also spotted a very annoyed Aegone looking daggers at Kerrik from a few feet away.
 
   Flitting back, I found Diori standing exactly as I left her. She still looked like a stone version of me and I hoped to take advantage of that. I asked her once why she had taken that form and kept it, and she had replied that initially she wanted to appear non-threatening to me in order to gain my trust. But later, after we became friends, she decided she just liked it; it felt right to her. I suppose they do say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery.
 
   “Ok, Diori, we have a problem…” The construct said nothing, just waited for me to explain. “They have my traveling companion, my Jag’uri, and the wizard, Kerrik, locked up in a prison wagon, and it looks like they are planning to barbecue them both.”
 
   “Barbecue? The elves are going to eat your friends?”
 
   “Figure of speech, sorry; I need a distraction to free them. How tough are you anyway, as in what would happen if someone shot you with an arrow?”
 
   “I am stone,” she said simply as if that said it all. I made a little hand gesture encouraging more and she added, “I am stone and a magical construct. To answer your question, it would assumedly take a powerful magical weapon or a potent spell to harm me in any way. However, I should warn you I was created to be a servant, not a warrior like the Lyandvaettr, so I am probably unsuitable for an offensive role in your plan. I have no skills in weaponry, and more importantly, I lack the “killer instinct” to harm others, except to preserve the life of my master or ward.”
 
   “What if all I need you to do is walk into the village, take the headman’s hand and not let go?” I grinned.
 
   “I could do that…the interaction should be interesting…my first party!”
 
   “Great, I’ll sit on your shoulder as a raven and do any talking that we need done. Hopefully, your appearance might frighten them enough to send them scurrying off to the woods.”
 
   The construct’s face took on a look of alarm as she cocked her head and, running her hands along her face, seemed to tactilely take stock of her countenance. “Ryliss, I have a question. Among the surface dwellers, is your appearance considered so heinous that you would normally expect to cause others to run away in fear?”
 
   “No, but they believe I am…‘inert’ as you would say...”
 
   “Dead,” Diori supplied, happily remembering our lesson.
 
   “Exactly, so to have my doppelganger walk, hopefully, unscathed through their village will cause them some dread and concern. You don’t have to do anything special, just smile and walk purposefully; I’ll do the rest.”
 
   A few minutes later, we strolled right into the elf village. Everyone’s attention was on the prison wagon so we were able to get within a few feet of the back of the crowd before anyone noticed. It appeared our timing was good as a number of the Canna youth were packing wood and dry tinder under and around the wagon. Some had even pulled dead young pines up out of the ground, bundled them together, and tossed them on top of the wagon. It appeared their intent was to create a pyre of unprecedented proportions. The whole episode was taking on the air of a festival or celebration, and it was making me increasingly mad.
 
   “Mother…” Naurakka sent pleadingly.
 
   Kerrik was in the process of finishing up some useless soliloquy to the crowd about the unfairness of it all when I decided to make our play.
 
   All manner of things started happening at once; Aegone ordered his people to attack Diori and the wagon’s pyre was set alight. I had to fly off to avoid the arrows, and it no longer looked to be as simple a plan as me just opening the wagon door when everyone’s attention was on Diori. The rapidly spreading fire was testament to that, plus there were still too many people around the wagon and in the general area.
 
   “Mother, please!” my cat whined in my head. 
 
   The only other thing I could think of to clear out an acre of elves was to give them something more important to think about. Flying behind a tree, I came back out as Naurakka’s twin in both looks and attitude.
 
   It took me a few minutes of racing around, roaring and near-miss pounces to get most of the Canna to take me seriously. Rakka helped by periodically roaring from within the cage as well, as it convinced many of them that we were double the trouble. I felt a tingle and looked over my sinuous shoulder to see a wizard’s spell go off under the wagon; the entire front end of the heavy conveyance lifted up and slammed back down. The waste cloud of fire, ash, and glowing embers produced was impressive, but it did nothing to put out the flames and probably made them worse. One last charge at a pocket of bowmen who were attempting to reform, and I turned and ran back to release my friends.
 
   Only they weren’t there; in fact, the entire wagon was gone! 
 
   With a snarl worthy of any Jag’uri, I whipped around and spotted my prey. The wagon was careening down the steep side of the knoll, flames and embers spewing behind it. It was picking up speed, bumping and jerking along the uneven ground without direction of any kind. Stung into action, I launched myself into scared-kitty mode and tore after it. Over short distances, there are few natural creatures faster than a motivated cat. 
 
   I caught up and, once I gained the relatively unburned back deck of the wagon, started my transformation. The fiery juggernaut had reached its maximum velocity and was roaring across the bottom of the amphitheatre headed for the massive wooden cathedral. Fighting the heat and the smoke, I felt the flesh on my hands heat up painfully as I yanked back the heavy iron bolt and whipped the door open.
 
   “Oh, this is just pathetic!” I coughed. There sitting on the floor of the bouncing wagon was Kerrik, with Naurakka, all twelve feet of her, attempting to get as much of her body on his lap as possible. To his credit, the wizard was doing an admirable job of keeping my four-footed girl calm, but it was well past time to leave. “Come on, you two, we’ve got three seconds before this ride comes to a bad end.”
 
   Naurakka didn’t have to be told twice. She launched herself off Kerrik, not being too careful where she put her feet in the process, and I saw Andi’s brother wince in pain. Out the door and off the wagon, the Jag’uri shot into the cool outside air. Holding my breath against the stifling smoke, I crouched low and dragged Kerrik to the door with me.
 
   “Jump, Ryliss, now!” Rakka commanded. 
 
   With no time to prepare, I just wrapped my arms around Kerrik and the two of us fell out the back in more or less a ball form. We hit the ground hard and I took most of the impact on my back, but I made sure I kept us rolling away from the fire. I didn’t think about it at the time, but I didn’t feel any pain from my skin scraping the rocks or the chunks of flaming wood I landed on. By now, the wagon was using all its velocity to climb up and over the wall of the bowl-shaped amphitheatre. At least where we landed, gravity was still pulling us down the slope and away from the fire.
 
   I bounced to my feet just in time to see the wagon gain the top rim of the bowl and rocket across the last thirty or so feet to the Canna’s cathedral. Several ton of wagon noisily impacted the still open doorway and the doors were blasted off their hinges as it attempted to plow all the way into the structure. The first few iron bars sticking up from the cage body bent over nicely as they crossed the threshold. The slowing momentum caused the rest of the bars to hold their own, effectively wedging the conflagration on wheels in place blocking the entrance.
 
   With all the structural twisting and bending, and the shock of impact, the wooden ceiling of the prison cage finally collapsed into the now-engulfed interior, dumping all the bundles of dead pine saplings into the fire. The effect was instantaneous; a rippling, crackling sound like shredding cloth rent the air as they torched off, and the flames exploded thirty feet into the air along the outer and inner walls of the cathedral. The carved, wooden planking of the structure welcomed the flames like long-lost lovers. Heat begat heat, flame begat flame, and suddenly the fire was running wild, attacking the monumental structure itself. Given the shape and height of the grand building, it was doomed; no bucket brigade would put this out.
 
   I dusted myself off and helped Kerrik, who was still having trouble breathing, to his feet. He bent over, hands on his knees, to steady himself.
 
   “Ryliss, you’re alive,” he said hoarsely.
 
   “More or less. Where’s Andi?”
 
   “Captured by Verledn’s men this morning. That’s why I was here; I was hoping to enlist their aid…” he gasped, still choking from the smoke.
 
   I growled out some elf phrases that should never be repeated in polite company, human or elf. Kerrik seemed to recognize much of what I said and his eyes widened as he nodded in agreement. “What do we do now, Ryliss?”
 
   “We find her, Kerrik, we find her. But first, I need to have a talk with Chief Aegone of the Canna.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   Before Ryliss could turn and walk away, a black, long-haired goat burst out of the trees and crossed the distance in an instant. By now, I could recognize Daffi in any of her forms. At first it had bothered me, this animalistic side of her personality, but the more I became exposed to it, the less it seemed to matter.
 
   Still on the run, she transformed back into her human form, her naked human form, as her clothes hadn’t had time to reconstitute yet. Without even a glance at Ryliss, she threw herself into my arms and brought my face down for a quick tearful kiss. “Kerrik! I was so worried,” she babbled, looking me over frantically for any signs of injury. Other than a few burns, I was fine, and she again melted into my arms and lifted her lips to mine.
 
   Part of my brain was very cognizant of the fact that Ryliss was standing right there watching all this, and I had a brief flash of warring emotions. I had promised to treat Daphne as a sister, and I failed. I also had some unresolved attraction to Ryliss locked up somewhere behind a stout door in my mind. Plus, my duty should be to think of rescuing my sister above all things. But after looking into Daffi’s dark, loving eyes, all of that seemed to get pushed aside as I returned her kiss and crushed her to my chest. I buried my face in her hair and whispered words of comfort. She leaned away and sniffled.
 
   “You need a bath, my love.”
 
   “Ahem,” we heard from behind us, and there was Ryliss, standing with her arms crossed and a strange look of confusion and disappointment on her face.
 
   “Lady Ryliss?” Daffi exclaimed, seeing her as a dark elf for the first time. The pooka’s clothes had finished reforming, but she still self-consciously fidgeted with pulling down her overshirt and trying to smooth out the wrinkles in her hose. This completed, she went down on one knee and bowed her head. “Mistress, I am pleased to see that you are alive and so very beautiful!” The last part was spoken with a fearful look in my direction.
 
   Ryliss pulled the dark-haired, half-nymph to her feet and embraced her warmly. “I missed you too, Daffi. I can see we have much to catch up on later around the campfire,” she said, giving me a meaningful glance. “But right now, I need you to watch over Kerrik and get him out of here if things turn ugly with the Canna. Can you do that for me?”
 
   “Yes, Mistress, I will guard him with my life.”
 
   With that Ryliss spun around and marched determinedly back in the direction of Chief Aegone. I looked around cautiously and whispered, “Daffi, change back into one of your forms, right now!”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because you are vulnerable in your human form, remember? The Canna could regroup and come back blazing away with arrows any second, and I don’t want to lose you!”
 
   The pooka lowered her eyes shyly and put her hands flat on my chest. “Does this mean you have come to care in some way or form, Oh Great Wizard?”
 
   “Care?” I asked blankly, “of course, I care.” 
 
   “Care enough that if the beautiful Lady Ryliss decided that she wanted you for her own, you wouldn’t fall all over yourself to rush to her side?”
 
   “Daffi, what kind of a question is that? Ryliss and I barely know each other.”
 
   “Kerrik, I saw how intrigued you were with the mysterious Lady Ryliss when we first met. She saved your life several times and that has to mean much to a man like you. And now to see her as gorgeous as she really is…well, it’s a fair question, isn’t it?” Daffi licked her lips nervously and looked up at me expectantly, waiting for an answer.
 
   I took a few seconds to really think about it. Finally, I drew her back into my arms and whispered in her ear, “Look, Daffi, I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. We need to get out of this mess with the Canna and rescue Andi before I can even begin to plan for the future. But know this, there is no one I would rather be with than you right now. Besides, I still owe you a formal dance when we get to Xarparion. Now, if you aren’t a horse, goat or rabbit in thirty seconds or less, I’m going to go over and start making time with that donkey over there!”
 
   Daffi squealed with delight and wrapped her arms around my neck for a quick kiss before her skin darkened and began to sprout hair, hands broadened to hoofs, and she dropped to stand on all fours. A few moments later, I was being nuzzled by a medium-sized black horse, with a very luxurious mane and tail. Together, the two of us walked over to follow Ryliss. 
 
   When we got there, a very wrathful dark elf was standing with crossed arms in front of her stone twin. Diori had Chief Aegone’s wrist held firmly in one hand, while the other hand encircled the meatier wrist of Irenth, the Canna’s military commander. A shattered long sword and a dagger lay on the ground near his feet. I hadn’t gotten to know Irenth well in the few days I stayed with the Canna, but he had a reputation for being hard, but fair with his men. He was also the green elf commander who had brought us in originally when we first entered Canna land. The statue hadn’t moved or spoken a word since we approached, and the two elves knew by now that it was pointless to struggle against her. Aegone appeared beside himself with rage while Irenth merely looked resigned to his fate. 
 
   Finally, Ryliss spoke, “Thank you, Diori; your help is very much appreciated.”
 
   The stone girl’s features suddenly became animated and she smiled pleasantly as if someone had complimented her on her dress or commented on the fine weather. “You are most welcome, Ryliss. I know your instructions were to detain only this elf.” She stopped and nodded at Aegone, then swiveled to gaze upon the warrior. “But this one was very insistent that he not be excluded, so I thought it best to detain him, as well, before he injured himself.”
 
   “Well done and exactly right, Diori. Please continue to hold onto them until we have finished our conversation.”
 
   “As you wish,” she said and returned to being statue-like. I was beginning to notice that many of the Canna civilians and guards had returned cautiously to the edge of the tree lines and were watching both us and the burning cathedral with mute horror. Ryliss saw them as well, as did the prisoners. A dozen or so archers seemed to be readying their weapons and thinking about moving toward us.
 
   “Don’t just stand there; shoot the witch and her companions!” Aegone screamed hoarsely.
 
   “No!” Irenth called out to his troops even louder. “You will take no action! Violence thus far has not worked to our benefit, and I, for one, wish to see words exchanged instead of arrows!” 
 
   “You are not chief of the Canna, Irenth!” Aegone spat.
 
   “I stand by my decision, Aegone. You are free to ask for my sword at any time,” the warrior said with a self-depreciating smile as he gestured to the broken weapons on the ground.
 
   Ryliss nodded and then raised her hands and voice, gesturing to the elves hiding in the woods. “Please come forth; I wish to speak so that you all can hear. My hand is open; I offer no violence if none is directed at me. Please, gather around.” A few of the braver ones marched forward and sat cross-legged on the ground, but the bulk of them held back, whispering in fear.
 
   Ryliss smiled and resumed her speech, “First, I am not a witch and everything I told you the first time I was here is true.” She made a small hand gesture and blew a kiss toward the trees on the far side of the amphitheatre where few if any elves gathered. Almost immediately, a few small deer poked their heads out of the trees and, heads down and tails wagging side to side, they shyly trotted across the opening to stand at her side. They were followed by raccoons, squirrels, rabbits, and a couple of gray fox kits. From the air, several jays landed on Ryliss’ outstretched arms and preened themselves self-consciously, vying for her attention, as did a number of finches and sparrows. Naurakka even came out of hiding and stalked across the grounds to lie down calmly at the dark elf’s feet. 
 
   None of the animals evinced any fear or mistrust of her or each other in her presence; they just seemed overjoyed to be near her. She caressed several of them, her broad smile lingering over them like sunshine. The ground parted next to her and a quartet of huge, gnarly tree roots surfaced, flattened out, and then dove back into the sandy soil, leaving a natural platform for her to step up on. I was close enough to take note of her reaction as she looked at the ground and mouthed the words, “Thank you, Earth Mother.” Leaping up onto her natural stage, she addressed the growing gathering. “My name is Ryliss Tancreek. I am a servant of the Earth Mother.”
 
   The elves closest to me were chattering animatedly, “By the gods…she really is a Druid!” Almost immediately, most of the Canna still crouched fearfully in the woods stood up with serene smiles on their faces and gravitated closer. Like small children answering their mother’s voice, they filled in the seating in a large circle around us all. They were still giving the Jag’uri a wide amount of distance, though. 
 
   Ryliss continued, “The other thing I told you was that I work for the enchanter, Rosa, from Sky Raven Fortress. The same fortress where the Lifebane met his end five years ago; I was there for the great battle, and Sky Raven is still my home to this day. Again, all true! I also told you that I was trained, not as a dark elf assassin, nor a spy, nor even a warrior, but as a librarian; this is also exactly correct. 
 
   “Five years ago at the battle for our world, defending the walls of Sky Raven there were dark elves fighting alongside humans, fighting alongside dwarves, fighting alongside dragons, wizards, and pixies. And in the entire fortress, there was but one green elf!” Some in the crowd grumbled slightly at the implied slight to their honor. “I say this, not to shame you in any way; your warriors are as good as any on the planet. But what I am saying is that five years ago, you insulated yourselves in fear in your deep forests like this one, and five years later - today, you are still here hiding. 
 
   “You tried to kill me because you feared I was a dark elf spy. Well, I have news for you people. You can rest easy; the dark elves don’t care enough about you to bother to spy on you, nor do we have designs on your lands. From our standpoint, we have already won everything we could possibly need.” Again the crowd was restless, looking at each other in disbelief. 
 
   “Five years ago, the dark elf military was shattered and depleted by years of foolish association with the Lifebane. Yes, stupid, I know, and we paid a terrible price for it not only in blood, but in the vitality of our people. Thank the stars King Faeron came to power and, by sheer force of will alone, wrested our future out of the bony fingers of the Lich. The Lifebane turned on us and attacked our forests and our capital, but we survived; a people mostly populated by war widows, children, and the few merchants and craftspeople who weren’t slaughtered by the undead. By the same token, dark elves were hated by nearly every other sentient race on the planet. Broken, lost, and very much alone, our future looked bleak indeed.
 
   “But a funny thing interceded on our behalf, funny especially for the big, bad bogeyman dark elf monsters that you all have firmly affixed in your mind. Love! The princess of our people fell in love with the son of the rulers of the stars, the Nova. Together, they reestablished Sky Raven Fortress as the bastion of good for the entire planet, and that is where the Lifebane was destroyed. I watched it happen!
 
    “How does this give the dark elves everything they could possibly want, you ask? The rulers of Sky Raven would not allow the hatred of our people to linger in their lands. Through the efforts of King Alex and Queen Maya, the age-old animosity with the dwarves of Bellrock was resolved. We now have a permanent transportation portal linking the dark elf capital to Sky Raven and from Sky Raven to Xarparion, the wizard school, Bellrock Keep, and the seaport of Gamloshier.”
 
   Suddenly, the roof of the cathedral collapsed in a huge pile of smoke and debris, throwing flaming cinders high into the air. Ryliss paused along with everyone else to just marvel at it. It was at this time that Aegone tried to instigate trouble once again. “Why are you listening to these lies? Can’t you see the destruction she’s caused?”
 
   Irenth shook his head. “I am quite enjoying her tale, and besides, we all know the footings of the old girl were rotting. She was becoming unsafe and we had been talking about burning it down ourselves and rebuilding next spring anyway. Please continue, Librarian Ryliss.” 
 
   Ryliss nodded. “You might think that with the dark elf nation in as bad a shape as we were that we would just skulk back to our forests and lick our wounds. But with all the new access granted by Sky Raven, and thanks to the efforts of its beautiful queen, Maya, the dark elf people embraced the change. Soon orphans were finding apprenticeships and new homes at the other sites. War widows journeyed daily through the portal to work at rebuilding Xarparion, and in the process, many of them found new husbands as well, quite a few of them successful wizards, I would add. Our merchant class took to the seas, taking advantage of the newly-opened sea port and found out that being victorious in business is just as fulfilling as victory in battle. Dark elf children are now being routinely tested for magic potential and are being admitted and taking their place as future wizards at Xarparion itself. In short, five years later, the dark elves are thriving like never before. Now, I have to ask you people of the Canna, what do you have to show for the past five years?”
 
   “What would you have us do, Lady Druid?” a female voice called out from the group.
 
   “The world is a very different place; I know, it is part of my job to travel it. So many people were lost to the Lich’s armies, but sometimes with the heartbreak of loss there is also the sweetness of new opportunities. There are vast tracts of land and huge forests with no inhabitants at all; so much potential if only you reach out and grab it! Send your young people out to explore this strange new world. Forge an alliance with Xarparion and Sky Raven as we did and reap the benefits!”
 
   “But what is the point? The humans breed like rats, they will just rebound in a few years and push us all back to where we started,” Irenth said doggedly.
 
   “In a world where magic is on the decline, the humans will always prevail, that is true, warrior. But the rulers of Sky Raven have restored the flow of magic to this world; surely you have felt it?” He nodded, as Ryliss continued, “As long as the magic flows freely in a world, there will always be a place for dragons, pixies, and elves to flourish.”
 
   “Now it is time for us to leave. I am sorry for the damage done to your village and people. Should you ever take my advice and send a delegation to either Xarparion or Sky Raven, I am sure your people will be welcomed with open arms.” Ryliss made a clicking sound with her tongue and the wild animals that had been gathered around her suddenly seemed to wake up as if from a daze. They looked around at all the elves in close proximity and beat a hasty retreat back to the forest, the big cat as well. The root platform on which she had been standing gently lowered her to the dirt and then sunk back into the ground, completely erasing any sign it had ever existed. “It is my hope that we will be allowed to leave as a friend of the Canna, not an enemy, Commander,” she said, eyeing Irenth warily. 
 
   “You are both beautiful and wise, Librarian Ryliss. My men and I have no interest in delaying you any longer. We will consider what you have said; perhaps our years of isolation have been harmful, after all. I will sit quietly and reflect on today’s events with my oldest friend, Chief Aegone, probably well into the evening. Sadly, by then, I’m sure you will be well beyond our borders.” He winked at Ryliss.
 
   “You have my great appreciation; I wish the best for you and the Canna. Diori, you may release these gentlemen now.”
 
   The statue girl opened her hands and Aegone looked like he wanted to snatch up a weapon, but Irenth collared him and drew him aside to go sit on a log some ways away. The spirited, not entirely friendly, conversation they were having looked like it might last a very long time.
 
   Ryliss walked over and whispered, “Kerrik, Daffi, you two are the most vulnerable if they change their minds. I need you to mount up and head out of this forest fast. Head back to where you last saw Andi; I will be overhead keeping an eye on you. We’ll make camp before dark and hash out future planning…now go!” 
 
   Climbing on Daffi’s back, I gently knotted my hands in her long black mane and urged her forward with a quick word and a pat on the neck. I saw Ryliss talking to the statue as we bolted out of the Canna village at a dead run. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Ryliss
 
   Several hours later found our group sitting disconsolately around a small fire in the former bivouac area used by Verledn’s men. It was a treeless swale just under the ridgeline of a row of hills. By the number of campfires and amount of horse apples, I estimated at least fifty horsemen had stayed here for several days. Even more discouraging were the deep footprints I found. Most of the horses used in this region weighed something on the order of fifteen hundred pounds and their hooves barely made an indentation in the hard-packed earth. But whatever had created the deeper sets of prints had to weigh four to five times as much as a horse. I shook my head at the thought; it was probably as heavy as or heavier than King Alex in his armor!
 
   Kerrik and Daphne sat shoulder to shoulder on a log roasting a couple potatoes that we had retrieved from the bottom of my bag of dimensions. Naurakka had amused herself hunting marmots for a short while and was the only one of us corporeal beings feeling pleasantly sated. Diori stood frozen, as she seemed inclined to do whenever she was not actively engaged in conversation. I rapidly took stock of the situation. Kerrik had returned my map, bag of dimensions, the magic neck scarf, and my bone dagger with the tip and an inch of the blade snapped off. I had heard the story of the demise of my protection amulet, and I certainly couldn’t fault Kerrik for making good use of it. 
 
   My eyes lingered for a few moments on the wizard and the pooka. The two of them were behaving like a couple, exchanging meaningful glances and smiling at each other for no apparent reason. Yes, I had seen it many times before but had never been a participant. A small part of me, the part that felt the loneliness of the lifestyle I pursued, mourned yet another possible mate being stricken from my list. But deep down, I knew that Kerrik and I would never have made a real relationship. I am too busy and he has issues left over from the war, not the least of which is a deep distrust of all things dark elf. I smiled just thinking about introducing him to Ollis, my doting father, who already thinks there are very few men good enough for his daughter; no, that wouldn’t have turned out well.
 
   So I sighed and reached down into my being and stuffed any feelings toward Kerrik into a small heavily fortified box in my mind, then threw away the key. How could I process feelings like that? Easily, as I had promised myself something more in life, something frankly better. I had watched Alex and Maya carefully on my first trip to Sky Raven and, of course, many times since, both before and after the wedding. They had seemed like an enchanted storybook tale, each living for the other’s smile, caress, and laughter. There were times when I wondered if they realized the rest of the world existed at all.
 
   That was the kind of love I wanted, that was the kind of love I deserved. Not King Alex obviously, but someone cut from the same fabric, a man I could commit my entire being to loving. That was the dark elf way and the Ryliss Tancreek way, as well.
 
   “Are you finished justifying your lack of a suitable mate yet, Mother?” Naurakka purred from the other side of the campfire, where she lay half on her side studying me lazily. “Humans and elves make life too complicated. You find a big, robust male and grrrrrr…”
 
   “But you Jag’uri mate for life, aren’t you in the least bit picky in selecting a mate?”
 
   “Size, strength, and attractive smell, my Mother. That’s all you need when you only come together for a few minutes every three years or so…it makes life simple and good.”
 
   “Sounds lonely.”
 
   She growled softly and licked a paw diffidently. “I cannot speak for the male’s motivations, but a proper she-puma’s life revolves around the cub and only the cub.” 
 
   I mulled that piece of information over while Kerrik ate. I would sneak off later and find a marmot or two of my own… 
 
   “There are two other matters that should be brought to light,” Rakka said.
 
   “Ok, what?”
 
   “The trail of the horse warriors, and assumedly the cub you call Andi, heads north, not to the southwest. I followed it for several miles and it deviated not. They do not seem to be returning to the wizard’s castle, at least not yet. So there is something besides Andi that they seek.”
 
   “Dammit. Which begs the question, is she just along for the ride or are they using her to find whatever it is that they desire? She warned me that if she ever fell into Verledn’s hands again, it would not be good. I swore an oath that I would see her dead before that happened.”
 
   “If the cub was of no consequence on the journey, would not the gargoyle have flown her directly back to Verledn? Yet its tracks are plainly with the horsemen…” Naurakka snarled with intent, she did not like the thought of creatures more powerful than she, especially magical ones, possibly impervious to her claws and teeth.
 
   “I will think on this some more, but ultimately, I will honor my oath if it appears we cannot free her. What was your second matter, my four-footed daughter?”
 
   “You are different, your scent is different, and your body has changed.”
 
   “Huh? What are you talking about?”
 
   “My Mother, you bear a scent somewhat akin to Dawn and Dusk on you now. It is not just a surface odor either; it wafts from your very pores.” 
 
   I explained to her about my near-death experience and how Diori had placed me in an infertile dragon egg to heal. 
 
   “Ahhhh,” the big cat chuffed comically, “that would explain the scales…”
 
   “Scales? What scales?”
 
   Before I could demand an explanation, Kerrik interrupted my thoughts by coming over and sitting very close to me. He cast a furtive glance in the direction which Daffi had headed to bury the food scraps and get water. He looked me in the eye somewhat guiltily.
 
   “Ryliss, I’m sorry if you believe I broke my promise to you about treating Daphne as a sister. I’m sorry if you are disappointed in me for that, but I am not sorry about my feelings. Based on the amount of time spent together, I think I have a strong case for knowing her better than you do. Daffi isn’t airheaded and flighty like a nymph, she is loyal and brave and self-sacrificing…and funny and beautiful…and…”
 
   I held up my hand to interrupt him. “Ok, ok, Kerrik, I get it, really, I do. I’m extremely happy for you both.” But in the back of my mind I was really wondering if this qualified as mentoring to the Earth Mother. If not, I was going to have some serious explaining to do. Changing the subject, I prodded him to tell me everything he remembered about Andea’s abduction. He was just finishing up when Daphne came back from her chores. She pulled up abruptly when she saw Kerrik and me practically face-to-face in conversation, and I could almost see her wilt in sadness and dejection.
 
   Smiling, I waved her over. “C’mon, Daffi, this concerns you and Diori, as well.” The pooka approached timidly and was about to sit down on the end of the log farthest away from the wizard. But wisely, he gauged the look on her face correctly. He got up and moved the section of wood so that the butt end was facing me, then took Daffi by the hand and led her over, gently sitting her across from me. He followed up by sliding in behind and wrapping his burly arms around her while we talked.
 
   The pooka’s dark eyes became misty, but her face was all smiles as she nodded to me and squeezed Kerrik’s arms to her chest gratefully. Diori moved to a spot closer to us but otherwise showed no change in her countenance. I sometimes wondered if she was actually deep in thought when she stood statue-like or just went to sleep somehow. With a sigh, I began.
 
   “First, I know we all want to charge in and rescue Andi right away, but that’s not going to work for us. We have some major obstacles in our way; we have no weapons and we are low on food and supplies. Also, none of us are warriors, all of which leaves us woefully unprepared to take on fifty heavily-armed troops, a fire wizard, and a most likely demon-possessed, twelve foot tall stone gargoyle.”
 
   “But we can’t just abandon Andi to them!” Daffi said with real concern in her voice, as she glanced over her shoulder at Kerrik for support.
 
   “I agree,” I countered, “but we can’t do this on our own. We’re going to need help, really good help. That’s why I need you two to trust me and do as I ask no matter how much it goes against your instincts and desires.” I pulled the map out of my boot and started unfolding it.
 
   “We trust you, Ryliss,” Kerrik said dubiously, wondering where this was headed.
 
   “Good. I need you two to travel to Sky Raven and bring back King Alex and whoever else he deems necessary to eliminate the threat. While you are doing that, Diori, Rakka and I will shadow Verledn’s men. If an opportunity to snatch Andi presents itself, we’ll take it, of course, but otherwise we will wait for reinforcements.”
 
   “But she’s my sister, I should be the one rescuing her…and I can fly!” he protested.
 
   “So can I, Kerrik, and so can the gargoyle. If you recall, you already lost that battle once. Really, there is nothing we can do to match that beast, and Verledn’s men will be expecting a rescue attempt. Please, I have read countless books on battle strategies and this is really the best way…”
 
   “I, too, have read the finest works on the subject from the libraries of Anorthosite and my analysis would support Ryliss’ conclusion. We are clearly outmatched militarily and need something to even the odds,” Diori added, her expressions coming to life.
 
   “Great, I’m surrounded by armchair theorist generals,” Kerrik growled. “How do you know that we will even be able to convince this King Alex to come with us if we do find him?”
 
   I smiled encouragingly. “All you will need to do is mention we have a demon problem here, and he will come, believe me!”
 
   “What do you wish us to do, Mistress?” Daphne asked, her mind already moving on to the mission at hand.
 
   “As you surmised, there is an agricultural portal in the town of Northfield, right here on the map.” I pointed it out. “Oddly, it’s pretty close to the same direction that Verledn’s men are currently moving; I hope that’s a coincidence. If you travel fast and light, you should be able to curve past them and get to the town before they do, if they even stop there. Once there, you will be able to use the portal to Xarparion, enter the city, and get some directions. The permanent portal station from the mage school to Sky Raven will get you to the fortress instantly. Once there, ask for an audience with the King and Queen and explain the situation to them. I will also send a letter with you to bolster your claims.
 
   “But how will we know where to meet you?”
 
   “Start back at this location. I will leave breadcrumbs for you to follow…breadcrumbs that it will take someone like Alex to follow.”
 
   “But that will cost us days of travel out of our way.”
 
   “You let him worry about that,” I chuckled. “Let’s just say he’s faster than you would expect.”
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   A fast and somewhat painful day and a half’s ride found me leading Daphne in her horse form through the dirt streets of Northfield. It’s really too bad my pooka can’t conjure up a decent saddle at the same time she changes. Walking past a shop with a large window, I looked at myself in the reflection for the first time, and it wasn’t a pretty sight.
 
   Not only was I travel-stained, but the clothes Ryliss had liberated from the old farmhouse had never fit me particularly well anyway. Now they just hung on my frame, practically in rags. The disdainful expressions on the faces of the prosperous townsfolk of the farming community spoke volumes. I grinned sheepishly and had to admit it was probably the reason no one would talk to me. I had stopped several individuals to ask for directions to the Wizard Tower, but everyone had just stuck up their nose and walked on. I didn’t even have any money to bribe a street urchin; the only thing of value I carried was Ryliss’ bag of dimensions. She insisted we take it because it was the only way to transport food, plus apparently the enchanter named Rosa would recognize it as further proof of our claims. 
 
   Daffi and I wandered the streets aimlessly, finally happening upon a farmer youth unloading produce from a wagon into the back door of a market. He was red-haired, short and thickly built, but he seemed well-suited to tossing crates of cabbage. He looked askance at my appearance when we approached, but his eyes were quickly drawn to my horse, and I could see great interest in them.
 
   “Excuse me, young sir,” I began, “could you give me directions to the Wizard Tower?”
 
   His eyes flashed sardonically and I could tell he was quite full of himself as he meticulously dusted off his hands. I had watched hundreds of self-important landowners’ sons exactly like him die poorly in the war, if they didn’t desert first. A lot of them did once they found out being a soldier wasn’t all marching around in bright-colored uniforms and winking at the local girls. 
 
   He gave me a measured, half-contemptuous grin and responded, “Now why would someone like you want to go there? You’re certainly no farmer, so that must mean you are a powerful wizard, eh?” He chuckled at his own joke and turned to finish unloading his cargo.
 
   “Well, I am actually, and I need to get to Xarparion immediately.”
 
   “Ahuh…right!” His gaze once more fell on Daffi with obvious desire. “I’ll tell you what, Mr. Wizard, I’ll make you a trade; the information you seek in exchange for that sad-looking horse you will no longer need when you get to Xarparion.”
 
   I already didn’t like this guy at all and that cemented my feelings. Still, he was the first one to agree to help me and make an offer. But I really didn’t like the way he was looking at my girl, even if she was a horse at the time. Perhaps there was a way to bring some justice to the situation, after all. 
 
   “That’s pretty steep payment; a fine, beautiful filly traded for ten seconds of directions, don’t you think?” I countered. “How about you sweeten the offer and give me twenty silvers to help me get a new start in life at Xarparion. She’s worth far more than that…”
 
   His mouth dropped open incredulously. “Twenty silvers for that little trivet? You must be daft! She’s far too small for farm work and her hindquarters are too narrow to even make a decent broodmare out of her!” At that remark, Daffi snorted loudly and bent her head around to give me an evil look. “I’ll tell you what, I’m feeling generous and my baby sister might just take a shine to a pony like this, I’ll give you six silvers.”
 
   “Make it ten and you have a deal,” I said cheerily, lifting Daffi’s head up and pulling back her lips. “Look at these teeth! She’s practically still a foal and yet docile as a kitten!”
 
   After much haggling, with me defending my horsey girlfriend’s virtues, and him tearing them down, we finally agreed to a final price of eight silvers and three pence. Deal made, I learned that the Wizard Tower was not actually in town but was located in a small box canyon about a half mile north of the village. I made the young man repeat the directions aloud several times so that Daffi would be sure to know where to meet me.
 
   Finally, I reluctantly accepted the coins he offered and allowed him to slip a rope around Daphne’s neck and tie her off to the back of the wagon. While the farmer watched impatiently, I gave her a kiss on the snout and whispered, “Goodbye, my sweet. Life will be desolate without you.” I didn’t know that horses could glare murderously at someone, but she managed to pull it off in spades. Dodging one last half-hearted kick from Daffi, I waved to her new owner and walked away jingling the coins in my pocket and whistling an old army marching song.
 
   A half hour later, I was well out of town following a well-used dirt road which bent around a large rock formation, when the source of my search hove into sight.
 
   Outwardly, it appeared to be a small keep, no more than thirty feet high at the wall walk behind the embrasures. Built out of cut stone, the sheer walls jutted straight up out of the ground, with little or no adornments save for the mass of ivy that fastened its tendrils everywhere, covering large sections of the structure. To me the place radiated age; it almost looked like it grew organically out of the earth itself. 
 
   There were no windows of any kind. The only thing betraying that it was a structure of man was the large, double-door main gate. Of course, the road I traveled led right up to the doors, but between me and the entrance sat a very perturbed, pitch-black rabbit. 
 
   I took a few steps closer and raised my hands in a placating manner as the rabbit grew larger and morphed into the spiky-haired, currently-naked, girl I knew. She had her hands balled up in fury on her hips as she stalked toward me with eyes afire.
 
   “You…you sold me! And for only eight silvers! Now I see how much you really care for me!”
 
   “Hey, in all fairness, I started out asking for twenty,” I countered with a grin. “Come on, Daffi, it was the only way I could think of to get the information we needed. Besides, that guy was a jerk…ummm, are your clothes going to start forming soon? Because you are very distracting.”
 
   She looked down at herself with a wicked smile. “Perhaps I should walk around like this all the time, I might fetch a better price for you, My Lord Wizard!”
 
   “Err…well, that’s not a good idea. Now can we get back to our mission, please?”
 
   Daphne’s clothes finally materialized and, with a sigh, she looped her arm through mine and together we faced the doors. When we approached, a hand-shaped drawing lit up on the protruding boss of the door on the right. The door on the left featured engraved symbols on its boss:  fire, water, wind, etc.
 
   First, I tried knocking; the panels appeared to be solid oak planks bound by wrought iron bands. From the sound that issued, or lack of it, I wasn’t sure if any of my efforts could even be heard inside. The barriers had the feel of being very thick and heavy. A couple minutes of that yielded no results except to bruise up my fist.
 
   “I think you’re supposed to put your hand on the symbol,” Daffi said mildly. I could tell she was nervous by the vibrations that transmitted through our linked arms. Finally, I did as she suggested, and a small, yellow mote of light appeared and traced the entire area around my hand where it was pressed up against the square. Finished, it extinguished with a final bright flash, and the corkscrew symbol for wind magic lit up on the other door’s face. There was a solid metallic click and the doors began to swing open of their own accord.
 
   Blocking our way were two muscular forms in dark cloaks with deep-draped hoods. Each held a gleaming halberd, and from the correct stance and grips they displayed, I would have to say they knew how to use them. It was impossible to see their faces, but one of them said in a calm pleasant voice, “Please state your business.”
 
   I had the strangest mental image of a trained parrot or some other mimicking animal doing the talking. The words were entirely correct, but the tone and inflections were not normal speech patterns. I had heard a lot of languages and dialects in the military, but my brain flagged this one as completely non-human. Daffi nudged me out of my speculations with an elbow as they were expecting an answer.
 
   “Yes, we require transport to Xarparion, please.”
 
   The being that had spoken to us cocked its head slightly as if reviewing a list of pre-set responses in its mind.
 
   “This is an agricultural portal. For basic transportation, please access the Westside portal located in the Elcance capital. Good day.” With that, the two advanced toward us as if to push us out the doors and slam them in our faces.
 
   “Wait! You don’t understand. We were told to fill out form 8675-309-J here at this portal!”
 
   They both halted abruptly and faced each other as if conversing in some silent language. Finally, they backed up and executed a precision heel swivel to the side to allow us to enter. We walked forward, still arm in arm like small children, to take a good look around. The main bailey was fairly unimpressive, almost trashy. It was filled with racks and piles of crates, barrels, and slatted cages. Roughly thirty feet ahead was another wall with another set of double doors, the only distinction from the outer wall being this one had no ivy. Off in the corner to the right of us was a large desk with tall shelves bracketing both sides, behind which was seated another of the identically-hooded figures. He looked up at us as we approached, but we still couldn’t see his eyes or face.
 
   “Please take a seat,” he intoned and gestured at two plain wooden chairs immediately in front of his station. Reaching into a drawer, he retrieved a folder of parchment papers. Daffi and I sat down as directed and watched as he shuffled through and sorted them patiently. That completed, he brought out a quill pen and dipped it in a blood-red inkwell.
 
   “Ah yes, here we have it, 8675-309-J Authorization to Transport Agricultural Samples by an Outside Consultant.” Huh? Daphne and I looked at each other in confusion as he continued, “I will now ask you some pertinent questions; first, your name and tower affiliation, Wizard?”
 
   “Kerrik Beratin, I am a wind wizard.”
 
   “Very good.” The creature murmured as he continued to write, occasionally stopping to ask more basic information. My place of birth, current residence, favorite color, etc., all of which took a half hour or better to relay and copy down. “Finally, I will ask some questions regarding the agricultural nature of your request.” I had a feeling by the way he emphasized the word “agricultural” that this would be where we would be tripped up in all this.
 
   “First, is this the agricultural specimen in question?” he asked, indicating Daffi with a wave of his leather-gloved hand.
 
   “Umm…yes, this is Daphne,” I answered carefully.
 
   “Excellent. Now which of the following best explains the need to transport a Daphne? Is it a food source? A food source for other animals? A dissection subject for demonstration purposes? A growth medium for edible fungi? Or Breeding stock?”
 
   “Breeding stock!” Daffi blurted out, turning a little green at the line of questioning. The man-like creature looked back and forth between us in some confusion. Perhaps he wasn’t used to specimens answering their own questions.
 
   “Should I rephrase the question, Wizard?” he asked, reorienting on me.
 
   “No, that won’t be necessary…definitely breeding stock,” I confirmed, giving Daffi’s hand a little squeeze of reassurance.
 
   “Very well, I believe everything is in order.” He laboriously filled out several other forms, brought out another, wrote on that sheet, and then stamped it with a seal from inside his desk. Finally, he slid the document across the smooth surface to us. “This is your pass through to the main gate of Xarparion. Be aware that you may be required to offer further proof of authenticity at that time for entrance into Xarparion core. Have a nice day.”
 
   Abruptly, the hooded figure went back to shuffling his papers, totally ignoring us. I got to my feet and pulled Daphne up, as well. As we were moving away from the desk area, I heard Daffi grumbling, “Wherever Ryliss is, I just know she is giggling hysterically right now.”
 
   The second set of doors set into the walls was identical to the first, right down to the drawings and symbols. This time, we weren’t taken by surprise when the doors swung open. There before us was a shimmering pool of blue light hovering in mid air. The coarse gravel road that I had followed all the way from town led right up to it. Taking Daffi’s hand, I gave her a quick kiss, and with my arm around her back, we walked through.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Kerrik
 
   Warmth, humidity, and the heavy, intoxicating scent of old growth pine forest wrapped around us like a blanket. We had just stepped out on a wooden platform with a large ramp leading down to another gravel road. The portal pad looked to be situated in a small clearing, cut directly out of the forest, Except for the road, we were completely surrounded on all sides by massive trees.
 
   Looking at each other, we shrugged and started walking hand-in-hand down the path. Daffi was chatting away happily, gushing about how much she wanted to see a real human city, what the sights and smells would be like, and would there be dress shops and fireworks at night…
 
   “Daffi, we both have to be very careful once we reach Xarparion,” I said forcefully, trying to get her to be serious.
 
   “How so and why?” 
 
   “Because it’s a wizard school! That means it will be full of obnoxious, bratty, even dangerous magic users who would love to fry or zap you if you even looked at them funny! Especially watch out for the fire wizards in the red robes, they are the worst…mean as snakes and twice as deadly. I hate to admit it, but wind wizards aren’t much different. It gets better from there, but not much. It’s best if you keep your eyes down and your mouth shut and let me do the talking.
 
   “Another thing, since we’re trying to gain entry under an agricultural pass, it would be appropriate if you were in horse form when we approach the gate, safer for you, too.”
 
   Daphne let go of my hand and continued to walk beside me in silence. I could sense she was becoming more upset by the minute, just from her sagging posture and her trembling lower lip. A couple times, she brushed tears away from her face as she continued to trudge onward.
 
   “What?” I said finally in exasperation. 
 
   She wheeled to face me, dark eyes rimmed with moisture.
 
   “Kerrik, are you ashamed to be seen with me? Will having a half-nymph beside you diminish your stature among the other wizards?”
 
   “What? No, Daffi! It’s just that wizards can be dangerous, self-important jerks…I know because I am one. It’s just that you don’t have much experience around people and I’m trying to keep you safe.”
 
   “Humph,” she grumped and turned to keep walking briskly, leaving me in the dust, shaken and confused. A few minutes later, we finally broke out of the forest proper and got our first look at Xarparion.
 
   We were on a small rise that gradually bled into an alfalfa field farther down. Far beyond, probably a mile or more in the distance, rose the first set of outer walls of the city. Beyond, we could see a second even higher wall. Dwarfing even the second wall’s parapets were a number of towers, including what appeared to be a giant central tower that made the others look puny. From this angle, it was impossible to determine what kind of lesser buildings filled in the areas in between, but this place was huge.
 
   “Well, it appears you will get your wish,” Daffi spat resentfully. “It would take too long to walk that far on only two legs.” She started to change while I was still concentrating on taking in the sights of Xarparion. Unlike a real horse, Daphne retained the ability to talk if she wished in any of her shapes. The shiny black horse nudged me with her snout. “Your silent, simple-minded, obedient, beast of burden awaits, Oh Great Wizard.” She nickered and then stopped talking altogether. I mounted up and we continued forward in frosty silence. Approaching the main gateway, I noticed a number of other roads converging on ours until we became one large highway. Wagons filled with produce and livestock, driven by people wearing uniforms, traversed back and forth down the road, along with some pedestrian traffic. I even saw a few wizards or tower staff on horseback headed in and out. 
 
   The main gate itself was wide open at this time of the day, but there were still guards circulating at the entrance checking wagons and paperwork. I nervously spotted a number of archers on the walls above the entrance keeping a close eye on the processes. As I approached, I was shocked to see not only human guards, but female dark elves in guard attire both on the walls with their lethal bows and working the gate.
 
   “Ok, this just got a lot more serious,” I whispered to Daffi as I patted her neck. I noticed we had already grabbed the attention of one of the dark elves standing in the middle of the road with a hand board and a sheaf of papers. Paperwork aside, she still had a serviceable long sword in a sling across her back and a wicked-looking long dirk, or ‘pig sticker’ as we called them in the army, strapped to her leg. I wasn’t even going to attempt to ride through, so I dismounted and walked forward. She moved to intercept me immediately.
 
   “Excuse me, traveler, but may I see your papers, please?” she asked levelly, looking me up and down, and no doubt noting my scruffiness. I dug out the paper given to us by the portal creature and passed it over. I watched her reaction as she read through the document. She appeared to be older than Ryliss, perhaps in her early thirties if she were human; still very attractive, but radiating competence, not desirability. She was outfitted in heavy boots and leather armor with a guard tunic over it, which still did nothing to hide her fitness. This was a formidable woman.
 
   “We were not expecting any agricultural shipments from Northfield today. In fact, there was no traffic from there scheduled, yet here you are. Is this horse the ‘specimen’ you are delivering?”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   “And to whom are you to deliver this animal?” she quizzed, her deep green eyes hardening as if she sensed deception.
 
   Crap, and then double crap! While I was talking to her, I failed to notice two riders who had come up behind us and were now flanking Daffi on each side. The dark crimson color of their robes told me all I needed to know, fire wizards!
 
   “What a magnificent animal!” a male voice above and behind me exclaimed. I turned to see the two wizards dismounting smoothly from their own steeds. The one who had spoken was about my height with short blond hair, razor stubble that gave him a rakish look, and an infectious perpetual grin. He looked about seventeen or eighteen, but he still wore the red robes with an air of self-assurance that I could never hope to copy. His companion was taller but younger, perhaps Andi’s age, with brown hair and eyes; pretty average-looking except for the talent behind the robes.
 
   Receiving a meaningful nod from the older wizard, the taller, younger one rolled his eyes expressively as he took the reins from both of their horses and started to lead them away. “I’ll just go feed these two. By the stars, Jazze here must be starving having to carry that heavy ego around all day…”
 
   “Thanks, Jaython, I owe you one!” the older mage said merrily, to which his companion just snickered and waved his hand dismissively as he strolled away, horses in tow. The fire wizard’s eyes lingered on Daffi a few more seconds before he spun around and addressed the guardswoman.
 
   “Captain Iraselda, you’re looking gorgeous as always on this fine, late morning. When are you going to take pity on a wayward young lad and go riding with me?”
 
   For the first time, I saw the dark elf woman crack a smile and perhaps even blush a little. She shifted the papers in her hand and waggled her pen accusingly at the wizard. “Wizard Wyeth Parker, you, sir, are a shameless flirt. Don’t think that it has gone unnoticed around here that you will chase any girl with a dusky blush about her.”
 
   He chuckled unapologetically and his broad grin widened. “What can I say, I was shown the light of true beauty at an early age and I have been spoiled for other women ever since!” 
 
   “Yes, well, I would have you remember that this true beauty has buried two husbands and has a gaggle of grandchildren older than you, so you are wasting your breath!”
 
   Wyeth put a hand to his chest in mock pain. The two of them had totally forgotten Daffi and I existed, and we watched their spirited banter in amazement. They were completely at ease in each other’s company as if this was a favorite game of theirs. My mental image of the arrogant, almost psychotic fire mages that I had known in the army was taking a severe beating. This Wyeth was treating the guardswoman as a complete equal, and he didn’t even stink of brimstone like most fire wizards. “So tell me Iraselda, what is the Captain of Xarparion’s guard force doing manning checkpoints?”
 
   She sighed. “Well, we’re still understaffed; I’m hoping to recruit a few more women from our capital if I can get the requisition signed. But I haven’t even seen the Commander in weeks and I hate to bother the Headmaster.”
 
   “Commander Higs still up the mountain, is he?”
 
   She nodded sadly and Wyeth just shook his head. Whatever calamity they were discussing seemed to break the spell of good cheer. I could see Iraselda’s mantle of authority dropping squarely on her shoulders again as she started re-examining my pass.
 
   The fire wizard looked at me for the first time and extended his hand warmly. “Wyeth Parker, and you are?”
 
   “Kerrik Beratin.” Shaking his hand firmly, I looked into his eyes and found nothing but goodwill and humor in them.
 
   “Kerrik, as I was saying, this is a stunningly beautiful steed you have here. She must not only be docile, but very well-trained for you to bring her into this den of chaos without so much as a halter or even a rope. May I examine her?”
 
   Under the watchful stare of the guardswoman, and not having any real good reason to deny his request, I acquiesced with a nod. He started moving around Daffi with practiced ease, gently examining her bone structure, ears, hoofs, and eyes. He ran his hand along her back but stopped before reaching her hindquarters. The entire time he was smiling and patting her while murmuring low, comforting words. 
 
   While he was puttering around with Daphne, the dark elf resumed her questioning. “So Wizard Beratin, you were about to reveal to me the name of the individual whom you are delivering this fine mare to…” 
 
   Wyeth interrupted, “Selda, did I tell you that Jaython and I are going to start giving Princess Belle riding lessons this week?”
 
   Iraselda looked briefly irritated, but apparently she couldn’t stay mad at the mage for very long. Finally, with a smirk and a shake of her spun silver hair, she put the pen away and closed her book of papers. “Why would that surprise anyone, Wyeth? You two have always been the Queen’s favorites.”
 
   “Yup and we intend to keep it that way, too…Anyway, one of my jobs is to find Belle a pony of her very own, and I think one exactly like this one would be ideal. How about you let me take charge of Wizard Beratin here, and he and I can have a discussion about where these beauties are bred and where I can get my hands on one.”
 
   The Captain looked a bit unsure, but Wyeth’s enthusiasm was infectious. Finally, she even volunteered, “Well, the creature is listed as breeding stock so there must be farms that raise them somewhere…”
 
   “Exactly, see everybody wins. I’ll take full responsibility for finding out where Kerrik here needs to go.”
 
   “I’ll assign a team of guards to escort you, then.”
 
   He shot her a look of mock disgust. “Captain Iraselda, you may not take my words of devotion seriously, but I hope you at least respect the skills.” He said, summoning a small burst of flame to dance on the palm of his hand. 
 
   She nodded grudgingly. “Full responsibility?” She gave him the look of unqualified doom if he failed to live up to it.
 
   “Absolutely. Besides it’s not like he’s going to get past the second gate anyway. All livestock transactions take place in the outer ring.
 
   “Very well, Wizard Parker, see that you do not disappoint me.” And with that and a stern look, she tucked the papers under her arm, spun gracefully in a half circle and sauntered off toward the center of town, perhaps with a little more hip swing than absolutely necessary.
 
   Wyeth canted his head and watched her leave with a smile of frank admiration, whistling under his breath, “If only I were two hundred years older…” Then he reoriented on Daphne and me. “Come along, we have much to discuss.” Daffi and I exchanged looks of confusion, but we followed.
 
   Once out of the courtyard proper, the wizard led us along the inner wall, passing a large open area where a number of younger students in wizard robes were gathered. A young red-haired girl wearing healer robes and carrying a small baton strode out into the middle of the clearing followed by four other girls. One wore the robes of a water wizard; another, the crimson robes; the third, the green of the earth; and the final one was apparently a wind wizard like me. The healer turned to face the rest of the students milling about at the outer edges, and with a flourish, brought her baton up to a ready position. I was immediately interested and stopped. I wasn’t sure if she was going to be casting magic through it or what. To my knowledge, healers couldn’t cast spells like some of the other disciplines. But it was the other four who started casting instead. 
 
   Directly in front of the leader, a large thick mound of solid stone erupted out of the ground. Immediately, wind and water began eroding and carving the mound into a shape. Chunks and pieces were sloughing off it like some invisible super beaver was hard at work. My eyes were drawn back to the healer girl; her face was pinched in concentration as she gestured and waved the baton back and forth between her companions. At that point, it occurred to me that her actions were similar to individuals I had seen before while in the army. Oftentimes, early in the campaign before things had gotten really grim, we had been accompanied by drum and horn bands and each of them had such an individual leading them. Thinking back, they carried such a baton to direct the music.
 
   Instead of music, this young girl, probably no more than fourteen or so, was directing magic. By now, the stone had been formed into the shape of a tea kettle complete with handle, lid, and spout. Of course, it was still fifteen feet tall and made of stone, but the minute detail was staggering, right down to the intricate scrollwork on the ersatz wooden handle. I stood there in absolute amazement; the spell casting, the level of control, and the cooperation between the disciplines was well beyond anything I could comprehend. I felt like a troglodyte among gods.
 
   “Impressive, is it not?” Wyeth said matter-of-factly as if he saw this on a daily basis. He nodded and waved at a few of the bystanders who were watching it all calmly. 
 
   “What are they doing?” I gasped, my eyes never leaving the scene.
 
   “Practicing, of course. This is one of their better routines.” He chuckled. “This year, in addition to the combat part of the Wizard Tournament, the Headmaster has added an artistic team competition to the event. This group hopes to place; of course, they’re only second-year students so they are going to have to really step it up to win.”
 
   “They are incredible!” 
 
   “Here comes the finale,” Wyeth said, pointing.
 
   Apparently, throughout our conversation, the wind and water wizards had been carving out a chamber in the middle of the stone, allowing it to fill with liquid. With a huge grin and a flourish, the healer gestured to the fire wizard girl, and an instant later real steam shot out of the spout of the teapot. The whistle generated was loud enough to drown out all conversation for ten seconds or so, and most of the bystanders were covering their ears by the time it ended. Finished, the entire group lined up and bowed to the crowd who responded with enthusiastic clapping and a few wolf whistles. Smiling proudly, they stepped back, took another bow, and watched as the teapot retreated once more into the ground from whence it came. A few seconds later, you couldn’t tell that anything in the clearing had been disturbed. I stood there dumbfounded; probably more potent magic had just been slung around to create a temporary teapot than I had witnessed at most of the battles in which I took part.
 
   Without another word, Wyeth nudged my arm and directed us on our way. Another hundred yards or so and we veered abruptly into an area of empty produce booths with large stalls for the wagon teams behind them. He ushered us inside one of the stalls, out of sight of passersbys, then turned to face us both.
 
   “So tell me, Kerrik, what is so important that you would risk visiting Xarparion under false pretenses?”
 
   His statement hit me like a brick. I had assumed we were going to be having a discussion about horse breeding. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Come now, your lovely companion is no more a horse than I am, and there was obviously something that triggered an inordinate amount of interest in your papers from Captain Iraselda. She is no fool, I assure you. She would have continued to dig until she got to the truth, which probably would have landed you both in a holding cell at best, possibly much worse. Xarparion takes its security very seriously since the war, and the dark elves and even dwarves we’ve integrated into the guard force have little patience for deceit.”
 
   “We need to see the King and Queen of Sky Raven right away!” Daffi blurted out, still in horse form. She looked up at my shocked expression and added, “I like him Kerrik. I know we can trust him and I believe he will help us. Ryliss and Andi are depending on us not to fail.”
 
   Wyeth’s jaw dropped. “You want to see the King and Queen? And did you say Ryliss? Miss…?”
 
   “Daphne,” she supplied. “And if you would turn around for a few moments, I will change to a form more appropriate for explanations.” Amazingly, Wyeth did as she asked and faced the wall. “You too, Kerrik,” she commanded, and I joined the fire wizard in examining the rough-hewn pine that made up the sides of the stall. A minute later we both felt a light tap on the shoulder and turned to see Daphne fully clothed in her overshirt and ratty leggings. She smiled at us brightly and bowed. “Gentlemen.” 
 
   Wyeth looked a bit stunned, but his inborn good manners must have kicked in because he stepped forward, bowed even deeper and grasped Daffi’s hand. He brought it to his face for a cavalier kiss. “Lady Daphne, it is a pleasure to meet you. You are just as lovely in your human form as your equine.”
 
   “Thank you, Wizard Wyeth, I believe that is the nicest thing a man has ever said to me,” she said, performing a little curtsey and giving me a meaningful, dark look.
 
   “Pardon me, Lady, if this is forward, but if you are a friend of Lady Ryliss, are you a Druid as well?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Daffi hedged, “but we are friends of Ryliss. In fact, she sent us here and gave us the instructions to navigate the portal. Which explains our paperwork; we really don’t know what we are doing. We just know that we need to speak to the King and Queen immediately. Ryliss and Kerrik’s sister Andea are both in grave danger!”
 
   “I see. We’ve all been worried. We haven’t heard from Ryliss in months, and she was sent out on a very serious mission; the Queen is beside herself with worry. If you have word of her, they will want to speak to you. Please come with me.”
 
   Daffi and I hung back a few paces as I whispered in her ear, “What do you mean ‘I know we can trust him?’ Women’s intuition?”
 
   “No, pooka intuition. When we are close to people, we get impressions about them, both good and bad. I can even tell what motivates them and what they fear. How else would we pooka be able to play the tricks on them that we do?”
 
   “Wait a minute…so you can read minds?” I questioned, a strong measure of guilt creeping into my thoughts.
 
   “No,” she paused, thinking about how to put something into words that came to her so naturally. “It’s more like a glimpse of their soul…”
 
   Gloomily, I pondered which of the two was worse in my case.
 
   Wyeth set a brisk pace as we exited the stalls area and started toward the heart of the city. This seemed to be the market hub of Xarparion, where all the provisions and supplies needed to run the school were gathered. It was nearly noon and large numbers of Xarparion staff in their brown tunics were bustling around in orderly pandemonium, eating their lunches and laughing at each other’s jokes. At one point, the fire wizard snagged a young girl in a gray and red robe, and knelt down to talk to her. From the adoring look the child gave him as he was giving her instructions, I gathered Wyeth was a popular figure in Xarparion. Finally, he kissed her gallantly on the hand, and she gave him a shy little bow, spreading out her robes like a little princess. Her face beaming, she tore off ahead of us at full speed.
 
   As we were approaching the second set of walls within the city, the buildings became more permanent in nature. These were the artisan’s shops, leather works, and I even heard the rapid-fire clang of a blacksmith’s forge in the distance. Here and there were also guard barracks, stables, and warehouses. Much of it looked like fairly new construction, but I remember Ryliss mentioning that the city had been largely razed in the war. The amount of horse and wagon traffic decreased, but general foot traffic increased as we approached the second main gate. The heavily-armored doors were in the open position, but just like the outer barbican, there were plenty of archers on the parapets looking down on everyone, as well as guards checking people through on the ground.
 
   Wyeth pulled us up short before we walked through. “We might have to wait a little while; things will go smoother if we have a bit more authority.” 
 
   I watched the guard force with interest, and again noted the large numbers of dark elf females who carried bows and swords. “How many dark elves do you have at Xarparion and isn’t that a security threat in itself?”
 
   Wyeth shook his head. “At the moment, almost fifty percent of our guard forces are dark elves, and most of those are women, as you can see. In dark elf society, men and women can and do equally become warriors, but males are their primary strike force when they leave their own lands. During the war, when the dark elves were still under the thumb of the Lifebane, the males were the ones who served under the Lich and they died in droves. The women were the reserve force that guarded their homes and forests and most of them survived. Now under King Faeron, the dark elves are at peace with their neighbors and many of their female warriors were no longer needed. By the same token, Xarparion’s human guard force was decimated in the war. We offer them a purpose in life, good pay, and with the portals, the ability to easily visit or even still have real homes back in the dark elf capital.”
 
   “But how do you know you can trust them?” 
 
   I saw a little flash of irritation cross his eyes, but then he reverted back to his normal genial self. “I’m sorry; I forget that so many people had experiences in the war which were different than my own.” Wyeth paused, looking out over the city as if collecting his thoughts. “I was here during the fall of Xarparion, just a stable boy whose mother worked sunrise to sunset in the bindery shop, no one of any consequence at all. We lived in a small shack right over there where the new tannery is now,” he said, pointing across the outer circle. “I’ll never forget the day the undead came. They appeared outside the walls and then inside, the human guard force we had fought bravely, but there were too many holes. It was a day of many villains, the fire wizard tower being chief among them. But there were many heroes, as well; people who risked everything to save a few, even if they were just inconsequential street urchins. 
 
   “I remember two especially; warriors in snow-white armor, riding monstrous white chargers that looked like heaven’s own unicorns. They seemed to beat back the hordes through force of will alone. Time and time again, I saw them charge into the worst of the fighting and bring out a crying healer girl, or a guard slashed and bleeding, or sometimes even a simple stable boy. My best friend, Jaython, who you saw earlier, was one of those who was rescued by them.” Wyeth snorted with mock humor, but I could see moisture in his eyes. “It’s funny, but I remember at the time being angry and jealous that he got a ride on the great white horse and I didn’t. I really couldn’t comprehend what was happening to everything I knew in life. Anyway, those two warriors saved hundreds that day; one of them turned out to be a dark elf who did what she did even knowing that most of the cities inhabitants hated her for her dusky skin. Those two visions in white later became the King and Queen of Sky Raven, who you will meet later today.
 
   “So to answer your question, I believe trust is earned; Queen Maya and the dark elves who have followed her here have earned it with their own blood. I can’t imagine Xarparion without them anymore.”
 
   The young mage’s words struck me as the complete truth as he knew it, and indeed his experiences were not mine. But I was in his world now and I would need to put away my preconceived notions if I were going to succeed here. I looked down to see Daffi with her hands around my arms and her head on my shoulder as she silently listened to the story.
 
   “Wyeth! By the stars, this had better be important! Zenah pulled me out of a meeting with the water wizard faculty and you know what wet blankets they can be if they feel slighted.” We were all startled to see an average-looking man in a fancy black robe bearing down on us. A female dwarf in staff attire and carrying a writing board was struggling to keep up with him and scowling as only a dwarf can the entire way.
 
   On closer inspection, it appeared the newcomer was actually fighting to keep from grinning about the whole matter, as he clapped an arm around Wyeth’s shoulder and ruffled his blonde hair. He had brown hair, a meticulously trimmed beard, and dancing eyes that took in everything around him. He seemed to carry himself with a competent earthy charm. “What’s this all about, and why didn’t you just come up to my office to complain like everyone else.”
 
   The fire mage squirmed a little, adjusting his now disheveled robes and striving for some shred of formality, as he cleared his throat and spoke up. “Headmaster Hons, I would like to present two travelers who have just arrived in Xarparion. Wind wizard, Kerrik Beratin, and his companion, Miss Daphne.” The Headmaster shook my hand with a firm grip. At the same time, I saw him assessing my ragged attire and his eyebrows went up ever so slightly. When he looked at Daffi, he cocked his head and a broad smile erupted. “Miss Daphne, your presence is an honor here at Xarparion; we rarely get visitors from the earth realms. How may I assist you?”
 
   “Actually,” Wyeth explained, drawing out the word, “they are here to see the Royals. They have news of Lady Ryliss and her mission. I was hoping you could clear them through to Sky Raven; they are without papers.”
 
   “Thank the stars!” Hons exploded. “If the Queen stopped by one more time to ask about scrying techniques…I kept telling her to talk to her pixie and that we don’t do scrying here…but I digress.” He stopped and looked up at the sun, then pulled an odd-looking crystal out of a pocket of his robes and held it up to the sun. “Well, that’s bad timing; they probably just left for their afternoon flight, and it will be at least an hour and a half before they return.” He looked us over again. “But then again, it will give us some time to get these two fed and changed into something more presentable. Not that Alex and Maya would care, but Qleyse would have kittens…Zenah!” 
 
   The dwarf woman, who had been waiting patiently in the background, rushed forward, her pen out and an expectant look on her bearded face. “Zenah, please write a script for Wyeth’s guests here, giving them access through to Sky Raven. Wyeth, take your new friends and get them cleaned up, fed, and into some acceptable clothes. Now I need to get back to the wet heads.” The Headmaster strode off energetically in another direction and was lost instantly in the crowd.
 
   I looked over at Wyeth. “Did he say the King and Queen left for their afternoon flight? Are they wind wizards?”
 
   I thought Wyeth was going to choke. “Err, no, not wind wizards,” he said, laughing under his breath. “But there will be time enough to explain all that once you meet them, let’s head over to the food hall.” 
 
   An hour later, I was groaning from all the food I had consumed; I have seriously never seen people eat like that. Even the smaller wizard children in Central’s food hall could easily out-eat me. Fresh fruits, vegetables, smoked meats, cheeses and pastries all went down the maws of the hungry hordes. I knew from experience that spell-casting made you hungry, but this was beyond my wildest experience. The hall we were sitting in must have contained at least two hundred tables and chairs.
 
   Daffi, of course, really didn’t need to eat, so Wyeth had called over a teenage girl wearing green robes and whispered something in her ear that made her giggle and nod emphatically. A few moments later, she grabbed Daffi by the hand, and the two of them went off to do “girl shopping.” I looked down at my own robes self-consciously. After a quick trip to the public baths, I had been given a set of tan robes with gray sleeves and collar.
 
   “So does the tan color of the robes mean anything in particular?” I asked Wyeth. 
 
   He nodded emphatically. “Yes, it’s a visitor's robe. It signifies that you are indeed a wizard; the gray signifies a windy and the tan simply means you are a visitor and non-aligned with any of Xarparion’s formal towers.”
 
   Just then, the outer door burst open and a very excited pooka with a green-robed girl in tow, made a beeline for our table.
 
   “I love this place!” Daffi exclaimed. “So, what do you think?” She spun around showing her new light green velvet overshirt, a wide leather pattern-scribed belt, and flawless dark green hose. Functional mid-calf boots rather than her old, worn out slippers completed the effect.
 
   I whistled. “It’s lovely, but how expensive was all that?”
 
   Wyeth chuckled and waved off my question. “Believe me, any word of Lady Ryliss at this point is worth any amount of gold or silver. Now, we should be going, it’s likely that the King and Queen will be back soon.” As we walked along, I asked about something that had seemed strange to me.
 
   “You keep calling her Lady Ryliss…is she highborn?”
 
   Wyeth bobbed his head back and forth conveying doubt of some kind. “Technically, no; but you have to realize that King Alex and Queen Maya have little to no patience for titles and the like. They have their own daughter, Princess Belle, but they have also adopted a pixie, Nia, and two dragons, Dawn and Dusk, as daughters. To complicate things even more, King Alex has acknowledged a pair of Druid girls, Lin and Julia, as adopted sisters, and Queen Maya has indicated that Ryliss is a sister to her, as well. But to answer your question; highborn, no; but deserving of the title, ‘Lady,’ very much so! Ah, here we are. Now, I should warn you, Sky Raven is like no other place on the planet. You are going to see some things that may shock you, so try not to stare too much.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Ryliss
 
   “Andi, wake up,” I whispered, slipping my hand over her mouth to keep her from crying out. “It’s Ryliss, please don’t scream.”
 
   The young seer had initially arched her back in panic, tensing up, but now sank back into her thin blankets spread over the hard pack dirt. There was a tent over us and a chamber pot in the corner, but that was about all the accommodations that had been given her. I had snuck in under the tent flap in the form of a small brown bat and reformed next to the seer.
 
   “Ryliss?” she said weakly, “I didn’t believe you were really dead, for that I am grateful. It is good that you have come, I am ready.”
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Your promise, your oath, Ryliss, isn’t that why you are here?” 
 
   I looked around nervously and placed a finger on her lips to quiet her down. “You need to speak extremely quietly, Andi; there are three human guards and the gargoyle right outside of the tent.”
 
   “Nah, they are used to hearing me babble at night. At first, they were always sticking their heads in here, but now they don’t bother anymore. If you can mimic my voice a little, we could have a full conversation and they wouldn’t care.” She pulled herself into a more upright position, wincing at the obvious pain it cost her to move.
 
   I took a few moments to assess my little friend; dark elf vision in low light is nearly as good as a human’s in the noonday sun. But what I saw made me wish I hadn’t looked so closely. Andea was a broken mess, her face was swollen and her lips were split from repeated harsh blows. Now that the blankets had slid down, my nose registered the smell of singed flesh and hair emanating from her legs and feet. Self-consciously, she tried to pull the blankets back up under her chin but she was having a hard time. Several of Andi’s small fingers were grossly enlarged and bent at odd angles and she couldn’t grasp the cloth properly.
 
   “Andi, who did this to you?”
 
   “The one they call Lebahn, the fire wizard. I can always tell when he’s near because of the stench…that, and he laughs when he’s hurting me and he’s always whispering to that crystal of his.”
 
   “Lebahn is a dead man,” I gritted, meticulously ticking off in my mind the various ways that would be most appropriate.
 
   “He keeps demanding that I take them to the egg, a golden dragon egg, and they want it very badly. But I don’t know anything about any egg; apparently, I’ve never had contact with anyone that has seen it because nothing is coming to me. It’s like when Verledn used to ask me about Sky Raven. I didn’t have any frame of reference, no tie-in to the webs of fate to show me the place, until I met you. Now I see it all the time and it’s glorious! I wish I could have made it there in person…” 
 
   “Andi, I know all about the egg, I know what it looks like and, generally, what kind of environment it will be in.”
 
   “Huh…well, I probably would have finally started getting visions about it, then.” She clumsily swept her curly black hair out of her eyes with a forearm. “But, Ryliss, that’s all the more reason for you to kill me now; we can’t let them win! I won’t let them win! I’ve already told them that I won’t tell them anything.”
 
   I gently completed the brushing of her straggly hair off of her battered face. “Andea, listen to me for a second. I know you are hurting badly right now, but your brother is on his way to Sky Raven right now to get help. He’ll be back soon so there is hope. The other thing is, and I won’t lie to you, I need that egg, too. Without it, every dragon on this world will perish shortly.”
 
   “Why would you care, Ryliss? Why would anyone? I thought dragons just destroyed villages and crops, stole gold, and kidnapped princesses?”
 
   “Oh, Andi, not all of them. There are good dragons in this world, too; very good dragons and they deserve a chance. I know two of them personally, and they played a key role in saving our world five years ago.”
 
   Andea sighed and shook her head. “Ryliss, I’m sorry, but if Verledn isn’t stopped, the world will be in danger again soon. And I haven’t told you everything; Lebahn is tired of getting no results. If I haven’t given him the precise location of the egg by midnight tomorrow night, he’s going to have the demon stone possess me! The only reason he hasn’t done it already is that they aren’t sure my “gift” will still function afterward. But he claims that is the deadline and I’ll be sorry if I don’t give him what he wants.” By this time, the seer’s bottom lip was trembling with fear, and it truly hurt me to look at her.
 
   “Andi, I won’t let that happen.”
 
   “Then the safest thing to do is to kill me now,” she said firmly.
 
   “Andi, I hate to ask this, but can you give me until tomorrow evening to free you?”
 
   “Free me? Ryliss, there are too many of them, and they are too strong!”
 
   “I need to go back and talk to a new friend of mine, she may be of great help. And you never know, the forces of Sky Raven may arrive early. But the point is, you need to have faith, faith there can be a better outcome than death to all of this!”
 
   “Never argue outcomes with a seer, Ryliss,” Andea advised with a nervous chuckle. “But for the sake of Sky Raven, I will try and hold on a little longer.”
 
   We discussed plans for a couple more minutes and I healed her a little, not enough to be externally noticeable, but just enough to take away some of the racking pain from my small friend. The dark night air felt cool against my leathery wings as I slipped out of the tent and lifted up into the sky. I took a long roundabout route back to the small copse of trees that was our working camp. We had no need of a fire, tent, or blankets, so its sole purpose was to hide us from view. Once I landed and changed back, I acquainted Diori and Naurakka with Andi’s plight as I crouched in the darkness.
 
    “Do you really think the seer can lead us to Donatello?” the stone girl questioned. 
 
   “I believe she can if we can keep her alive, which means we need to get her out of that camp and away from that bastard Lebahn!” I said heatedly, my mind still reeling, trying to process the wrongness of all this. Naurakka let out a low throaty growl from where she lay as well, picking up on my rage.
 
   “Agreed, we must do everything we can to save the girl, what is your plan?”
 
   “Well, snatching her and flying out as an eagle is right out. I carried her before and it was barely enough to escape some hyenas; I would have no chance against that gargoyle. We need to think of something they cannot counter easily. Diori, I once saw Reggie form an air bubble around Lin and Julia, draw them down into the ground, and transport them a distance away. Do you think you could do that?” 
 
   “Reggie being the Druid girls’ pet that you told me about once?”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t call him a pet…more like a dedicated protector.”
 
   “Still, quite unusual behavior for an earth elemental. They aren’t very intelligent but are useful for certain tasks, I suppose. I am used to moving myself through the earth, but I have never tried to bring a living, breathing creature along…I will need to practice.” Without another word, she melted into the soil, leaving me to my dark thoughts about the fire mage. Perhaps ten minutes later, Diori slid back up out of the ground in exactly the same spot holding a hefty, disgruntled, and very much alive marmot by the scruff of the neck. 
 
   I looked at her a bit askance, noting the rodent and the absence. “Nice marmot…Diori, I notice you disappear like that every once in a while, where do you go? Sometimes you are gone a few minutes, other times for hours.”
 
   She smiled, still looking exactly like a stone statue of me. In a way, it was a little unnerving, but it wasn’t like I spend a lot of time in front of a mirror either. “It is part life function, a way to rejuvenate myself. Another part is a need for a respite from everything in the surface world…the colors, the sounds, the animals; it can be both exhilarating and exhausting to take it all in. Sometimes I just need the lack of sensory images so I can process everything. But if it bothers or offends you, Ryliss, I will attempt to curtail them.”
 
   “No, I was just curious. If you need to disappear occasionally to be comfortable, please continue to do so.”
 
   “Thank you, Ryliss; you are a good person. I truly wish I could have had a friend like you sooner. Yes, I can perform the task you require and transport the seer to safety.” She proudly raised the squirming rodent up as proof. “But I should warn you, the process is not instantaneous, and there will be a plume of dirt and dust displaced, perhaps drawing attention. For a few seconds, Andea will be vulnerable to attack or she could possibly be snatched away from me.”
 
   “Well, that practically screams that we need a diversion of some kind to draw their attention away for at least those few seconds. I think Rakka and I could perform that minor task…are you going to put that marmot down or what?” 
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Kerrik
 
   Less than twenty minutes after we stepped through the shimmering blue curtains from Xarparion to Sky Raven, Daffi and I were standing in the great hall of the Royal keep. Most of that time was a complete blur to me; the first thing I noticed was the noticeably chillier air, probably a drop of twenty degrees or more. Next, we were in a high-walled paddock of some kind with only one way in and out, through a high, rounded archway. I was still standing open-mouthed in one spot doing a circle of the world around me when Wyeth spoke to one of the gate guards in a hushed voice.
 
   I tried to look at the warriors without, of course, really staring, but they were definitely stare-worthy. Both were women, heavily-armored and holding long swords and shields, but it was their faces that drew my attention. They had gold-colored skin and arcane blue eyes, not just the pupils either, the entire eye, lid to lid. Obviously magical beings of some kind, they nodded at Wyeth.
 
   A few seconds later, another golden maiden walked around the wall. She was wearing a more elaborate set of armor, full golden breastplate and crested helm, and her bearing was much more official. The two guards immediately snapped to full attention, saluted sharply, and then stepped back to their posts.
 
   “I am Guard Commander Ebony, Headmaster Hons sent a runner through earlier to alert us to your visit. Please, come with me, you too, Wizard Parker,” she intoned formally, leaving no room for dissention of any kind. Not that I would have even thought about it, she was like a force of nature, her aura of command made even Iraselda look like a base rookie. 
 
   Clearing the portal grounds, we entered Sky Raven’s main courtyard, what little we could see of it, as Daffi, Wyeth, and I were immediately surrounded by a phalanx of more gold-skinned guards. Walking amongst them made it almost impossible to see anything save for the massive white wall that loomed over our heads like an impossibly tall, ivory cliff face. We were walking away from that structure toward another less impressive curtain wall. Beyond that, I could see a glimmering keep rising majestically above, capping the mountain peak that towered over the entire complex. 
 
   I had my hand on Daphne’s arm and I could feel her trembling wildly. Having lived most of her life in a small section of deep forest, this had to be a daunting sight for her. Oddly though, not everything was regal. Between the two sections of wall, I caught glimpses of a small band of children running alongside us and playing with a baby goat on a string. Most of them were human, but there were several dark elves and even a dwarf child mixed into the bunch. All of them looked healthy and were dressed appropriately for the weather, unlike the street children I was used to seeing in other cities during my time in the military. As we were approaching the next wall, the urchins stopped and gave us an awkward laughing salute, giving the goat just the opportunity it needed to bolt away from them and tear off down the cobblestone path back toward the stables. Giggling madly, the kids broke rank and raced after it. 
 
   In addition to the children, I noticed there were wizards here in large numbers, as well. Not as many as at Xarparion, of course, but enough to be remarkable. They walked past us in twos and threes, chatting amiably and occasionally looking at our party with interest but no fear. If I was interpreting the colors correctly, most of them were wearing healer or earth wizard robes.
 
   All-in-all, I didn’t get to see enough of Sky Raven in that first twenty minutes to form an solid impression. But now we stood waiting shoulder-to-shoulder in the great hall of the keep. We were standing on an elegant blue carpet that stretched all the way from the main door up to some raised steps and a platform that held two matching thrones. Ornate blue and gold filigree covered the stone bases and carved wood tops, which didn’t look very comfortable given their strange cut-out shape. 
 
   I took a few seconds to look around and saw Daffi, wide-eyed, doing the same. Flanking the carpet on both sides were rows of polished marble pillars, which held extravagantly carved orb sconces. Behind the thrones, two curved flights of stairs wrapped around a huge stained-glass window, more like a wall, in the back. It depicted a blue and gold image that was unfamiliar to me, but the celestial representations of stars, planets and moons were easy to pick out. Tapestries lined the side walls beyond the pillars on each side. Some were star and planet scenes, but the ones that drew my attention depicted life scenes of individuals who I could only assume were the Royals. I already knew from talking with Wyeth that the King was human and his Queen a dark elf, so the weavings that I admired were most likely them.
 
   While I completed my visual tour, other people had begun to come in. I noted a very tall elf woman in a white robe eyeing us with great interest and fidgeting like a school child. She was talking animatedly to a pixie girl lounging casually on her shoulder. Another elf or former elf stood patiently a short ways off. He had the same golden skin and unearthly eyes as the guards, but he was dressed more formally, like an court official of some kind. The door opened again and a blonde human woman in healer robes slipped through and quietly closed it again. When she turned, I saw her face. She was a great beauty, not only facially, but she seemed to have an aura of goodness about her that just drew everyone’s attention. She moved with fluid grace into the room and took a place standing next to the elf official. 
 
   Almost jarringly, the door swung open again and a human man, wearing ill-fitting armor and a long sword in a sheath, burst in. He looked haggard and ill, like he hadn’t slept or eaten in days. I looked around to see if any of the immaculately-outfitted guards were going to react to this strange sight, but most of them just averted their eyes or shook their heads sadly. He staggered on the carpet approaching us, and with a cry, the healer raced over and helped him to a nearby bench before he fell down entirely. 
 
   Some gold-skinned serving girls glided in bearing trays of wine-filled goblets, emerging from hidden doors behind the staircase. The healer waved one over and forced the ragged man to drink as she gently wiped the sweaty long hair from his face. He didn’t look like had shaved or cut his hair in months. She spoke to him urgently in low tones that I couldn’t make out, but it didn’t seem like he took too much note of what she was saying, he just stared ahead in a fog. When he had finished the wine, she took the glass from him and looked sorrowfully over at us. 
 
   Walking around behind him, the healer massaged his neck for a few seconds as he ignored her. But then her demeanor changed, and I saw her make some quick hand movements and cast a spell on the man. His eyes closed and he immediately started to keel over on the bench; she caught him, gently easing him down. To the rest of us, he appeared to be sleeping fitfully as the she examined him, then waved one of the keep staff over and whispered something into her ear. Dashing off, she reappeared a few minutes later with several young healers in tow. They loaded the disheveled warrior on a litter and carried him back out of the keep. The blonde woman walked alongside giving them instructions until the door finally closed and she walked back to our group. I was astonished to see tears in her eyes as she took her place next to the elves again.
 
   The official-looking gold-skinned elf cleared his throat to get our attention. “My name is Qleyse. The King and Queen will be down in just a few moments; I appreciate your patience…Ebony, I believe you can dismiss your guards.” Obediently, the golden-hued warriors swiveled and marched out. I was watching them go when I felt the sharp jab of an elbow in my ribs. I turned to see Daffi raising her chin in the direction of the top of the stairs.
 
   A strongly-built young man and a slight dark elf girl were racing down the stairs. Both were attired in leather suits, which I recognized as usually worn under plate armor. Not that it looked bad; in fact, it was very form-fitting and attractive, especially on the dark elf. Halfway down, the woman leaped over the handrails! Instead of falling, exquisite white wings extended from her back and she glided laughingly down to the throne room floor. Her companion did the same, displaying even larger wings as he copied her moves, but still landed a distant second. Still laughing, the dark elf watched, hands on hips, shooting her competition a satisfied look of mock contempt. 
 
   For his part, the sandy-haired young man reached out and pulled his companion very close and whispered something into her curly locks that made her shake her head with a coquettish smile. She gave him a look that said they were saving this discussion for later. The two were still staring into each other’s eyes as their wings seemed to fold up and disappear into their outfits.
 
   I nudged Wyeth. “Did I just see…wings? Like bird wings?”
 
   He nodded, watching with rapt attention.
 
   “I thought you said they were human and dark elf,” I whispered urgently.
 
   “They started out that way, but as you can see, they are much, much more now,” Wyeth tilted his head and whispered back, his eyes never leaving the Royals.
 
   The character named Qleyse cleared his throat loudly, and the King and Queen looked up as if just noticing the group of us for the first time. “Your Majesties, if I might present…”
 
   “Just a moment, My Lord Castellan,” The one I took to be King Alex said, focusing on the assembly. “Let’s get everyone comfortable first.” He motioned to the steps in front of the thrones and everyone around us seemed to instantly flow to their predetermined favorite spot. Even the stuffy elf, Qleyse, sat down on a step and accepted a glass of wine from one of the staff. The King and Queen, of course, were on the top step, with everyone else slightly lower; Daffi and I were just below their feet. It all had the comfortable feel of just some friends getting together, rather than a formal audience. And I liked them both immediately. King Alex was powerfully built, broad and well-muscled. The dark elf at his side was possibly the most beautiful woman I had ever seen; dusky skinned, she had star tattoos that started below her vivid emerald green eyes and flowed tantalizingly down her neckline. Her hair was like woven silver, not as in an old person, but like the metal, shiny and capable of catching the light in shimmering brilliance. Her movements were smooth and catlike, almost like a professional dancer, but with a more lethal sword dancer’s grace. I could see how someone even as gorgeous as Ryliss was in awe of Sky Raven’s queen. 
 
   “My King and Queen, this is the wind wizard, Kerrik Beratin, and his companion, Miss Daphne,” Qleyse finally managed to interject. “You, of course, know everyone else.” 
 
   King Alex swept his eyes over all of us, lingering for a second longer on the healer woman and her still red-rimmed eyes. He looked around the room and then back to her questioning, and I saw her give a little shake of her head. A trace of a sad frown crossed his handsome face, but then he brightened and reached a huge paw of a hand down to me.
 
   “I understand you bring us word of Lady Ryliss and her mission,” Alex started off the conversation, shaking my hand. The grip was solid as a rock and I had the feeling he was going easy on me. Then he kneeled on the next step down and took Daffi’s hand in his own and kissed it. “Miss Daphne, you honor us with your presence; thank you for coming.”
 
   Daffi, for her part, was attempting to smile and pretend she met kings on a regular basis. But I could feel her leg twitching uncontrollably and I knew she was on the verge of becoming a rabbit any second. I reached over and took her other hand in what I hoped was a calming gesture and squeezed slightly. Trying to divert everyone’s attention from the pooka, I responded, “Yes, your Majesties, we were with Ryliss and Naurakka not three days ago.” 
 
   Alex rose back to his seat and took his Queen’s hand in his own; together, they leaned forward listening intently. I relayed my story as I knew it, starting with my quest to find my family, then running into the dying old woman who pointed me in the right direction. The rescue of Andea from Verledn, meeting Ryliss at the tavern, and how she had saved my life multiple times. What I thought was her death at the hands of the Canna, and how she had returned to free the cat and me. Finally, I detailed the current situation with the kidnapping of Andi by the demonic gargoyle.
 
   As I was talking, it seemed to me that my audience was getting more confused by the minute. Finally, the pixie girl who had been on the tall elf’s shoulder flew up into the air, did a erratic fluttering circle around the group, and then alighted on the King’s shoulder.
 
   “What does all this have to do with finding the golden dragon?” she squeaked.
 
   “I believe Lady Ryliss’ intent was to use my sister’s seer abilities to lead us to the golden dragon eventually, but Verledn keeps interfering. She felt that you would have enough of an interest in stopping the wizard who is trafficking with demons to come to our aid.”
 
   “So you’re saying that we are nowhere near close to finding a cure?” the healer woman said plaintively, clearly distressed. Suddenly everyone was talking at once until the Queen stood up abruptly, and the room went quiet. Her emerald green eyes flashing with impatience.
 
   “Pardon us, Wizard, but was there anything else that Ryliss told you about dragons, in general, anything at all?”
 
   “Your Majesty, I have spent perhaps only a full day or two in Lady Ryliss’ company these past weeks. I am not entirely sure of what she knows or doesn’t know about what you seek. But she did send a letter along that I was to give you.” I pulled the wax-sealed dispatch out of my inner pocket and passed it up to the King’s waiting palm. He tore it open eagerly, and his Queen leaned over his shoulder to read it at the same time. 
 
   “To Your Majesties, the King and Queen of Sky Raven. First, let me say that I am devastated that I will be unable to personally attend Queen Maya’s birthday party on the second of this coming month. Nor is it likely that I will make Princess Belle’s on the seventh, either. I cannot express my sorrow adequately at this unfortunate turn of events.
 
   “My King, what follows is my usual report on the state of the areas that I have traveled through for your edification…” “What the…?” Alex’s face darkened as he paged quickly through the papers that Ryliss had transcribed. “What is this drivel? Maya’s and Belle’s birthdays aren’t for months and those dates are not theirs. She’s describing crop conditions, the state of the roads in Elcance, numbers of migratory birds that she sees ready to overwinter…”
 
   He looked at Maya in confusion, and she shook her head in dismay as well. “We’ve never asked her for this type of report before; much less, why would she send it now? Rosa, is this even her handwriting?”
 
   The tall elf in the white robes drifted over and examined the pages over Alex’s other shoulder and nodded her head. “That is Ryliss’ handwriting. But you’re right, something is very odd about that report.” 
 
   The pixie lifted off from the King’s shoulder and hovered like a hummingbird over the pages for a few seconds. Finally, she spoke up, “Mr. Alex, could Rosa and I have those pages for a few minutes? I’d like to try something.”
 
   With a sigh of resignation, Alex let the pixie carry off the letter. I watched Rosa follow her over to a nearby table, pull out writing materials from her robes, and sit down. The two of them conferred in low tones over the handwritten sheets and ignoring the rest of the group.
 
   Queen Maya just sat there, stricken, in deep thought, but the King looked down at us and smiled sheepishly.
 
   “I apologize if we seem cross; this isn’t the news we were hoping for. Tell me about your sister, is she really a seer? They are incredibly rare; I’m not even sure what Xarparion knows about them.”
 
   “Next to nothing!” Rosa’s voice sang out from the table where she and the pixie, Nia, were working. “The prevailing theory is that there are only about three born worldwide in any given generation. Statistically, two of the three will either die in childhood or never reach their potential for whatever reason. That leaves only one viable candidate every twenty-five years or so; hardly enough to be a footnote in a magical journal. Most of the scholars at the school can’t even agree on whether they are really wizard-class beings or not. We do know that the Lifebane used them, and for the past four hundred years or so, he was relentless in tracking them down for his own evil purposes.”
 
   The Queen seemed to shudder at the thought as I filled in the blanks. “Andi is fourteen, still a few years from coming into her full power, if she were a regular wizard, that is. Right now, she seems best at simple directions:  left, right, go straight; think of her as a human-dowsing rod. But someday, if she survives, she may reach her full potential.” I explained what Verledn had done to Andi’s eyes, and I watched as Alex’s hands clenched with rage, and the Queen rubbed the ornate bracelet on her arm vigorously as if shining it .
 
   Finally, the King nearly exploded, “This must not stand! Know this, Wizard; if for no other reason than common decency, we will free your sister from this coward! The fact that he treats with demon-kind is just icing on the cake.” Maya looked at me and nodded her agreement, and then asked,  “How did Ryliss suggest we find the party holding your sister?” I explained about her breadcrumb idea, and Alex stroked his chin sagely.
 
    “Yes, now that sounds like a plan the Ryliss we know would cook up; clues only visible from the air.”
 
   Commander Ebony spoke up for the first time in this session, “Surely, my King, you are not thinking of tackling this foe without troops?”
 
   “You heard Kerrik; Andi is in grave danger and ground forces would just slow us down. I believe Nia, Maya, and myself are more than capable of handling a gargoyle and a handful of humans.”
 
   “Please, Your Majesties,” I interrupted, “I need to go as well. She is all the family I have left, and I need to be there for her. I am a wind wizard so I can fly…“
 
   Just then, I felt a breeze across my face and a grinning pixie stopped directly across from my nose, hovering in midair. “Humans always think they can fly,” she giggled loftily and flitted back to the table where the green elf sat working.
 
   “I need to be there, also,” Daffi’s voice rang out from beside me, and I looked at her in astonishment. She had her hands on her hips and was fiercely challenging the entire room with her eyes.
 
   “Daffi, no, it’s too dangerous,” I choked out, trying to watch her and see the Royals’ reaction at the same time. Alex cleared his throat and looked at me as if he was about to agree, but the pooka gave him a dismissive glare and rounded to face me.
 
   “I need to know, Kerrik!”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “Know if you care enough to fight for me! If you want us to be together, then Andi is by rights as much my sister as yours, and I deserve the chance to help free her, no matter what the risk. Answer carefully, Oh Great Wizard!” The pooka tilted her head, her dark eyes smoldering and her breast rising and falling with great emotion.
 
   At that moment, looking down at her face, I realized that I did care enough to fight for her. A deep sense of shame colored my vision, as I knew deep down that I was holding back from full commitment. Holding back simply because, somewhere in my addled brain, I couldn’t believe that I deserved anyone. Holding back because I felt I was damaged beyond repair or just holding back from some misguided sense of disbelief that Daffi was sincere in all of this.
 
   Knowing that words would by no means cover the situation, I reached down and claimed her hand, putting my other arm around her back. Giving her a quick squeeze, I turned us so that we were both facing the Royals.
 
   “I’m sorry, your Majesties, but Daphne and I both need to accompany you. We are a team.” I looked up, expecting to see a wrathful king, or at least a stern look of annoyance at the interruption. Instead, Alex was smiling with a bemused expression, and his reached over and took Maya’s hand in his own. The two exchanged a glance and a shy smile, and then the king resumed the discussion.
 
   “Kerrik, a little advice,” Alex chuckled. “I have some experience in dealing with a spirited woman, and when your lady fair and wife takes a stand like that, you had better listen; I know I do…”
 
   “Not my wife yet, King Alex,” I said, keeping my eyes solidly ahead, not daring to look over at my girl. “But I intend to work on that.” I noticed that Queen Maya’s emerald eyes were dancing with mirth, and her chin dipped in approval as I felt the pooka melt into my side.
 
   Before anyone could say anything else, the Nia buzzed back and did a loop over, then addressed the Royals. “Are you ready for the real message now? It was a cipher!”
 
   Rosa stalked over and handed Alex a fresh sheet of paper. The King thanked her and then started to read.
 
   “Greeting, my King and Queen. I apologize for the subterfuge in this letter, but the stakes are very high, and I couldn’t be sure that this letter wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands. For the same reason, neither Kerrik nor Daffi is aware of this information, not because I do not trust them implicitly, but because they cannot give up information they do not know. 
 
   “Sadly, I must report that Kailemora, the golden dragon that you sent me to find, died hours after the great battle. All is not lost, however; Andi led me to an underground complex built by deep gnomes that was the former home of Kailemora, and in her library and her letters, I found the answer. With the exception of the sole King or Queen golden dragon, every dragon on the planet, both good and bad, drops into a deep sleep periodically. We were unable to ascertain what triggers the process, but we know for a fact that it is a celestial event that releases them from their slumber. There lies the catch. If you consider that the planet is no longer where it was, that particular celestial event will never occur again. As a failsafe of some sort, the ruling golden dragon of the species does not succumb to the great sleep, and its duty is to watch over its flock during the vulnerable time. From what we have learned, the golden dragon has the ability to revive the dragons of the world in the event of a celestial disaster. That’s the good news; the bad news is Kailemora was the last living golden dragon! 
 
   “Dragons are very wise, Your Majesties. She foresaw something like this happening and hid an egg preserved in stasis. That is the prize that the evil Verledn’s minions are seeking and the reason for kidnapping Andi; they are using her to find the egg. It is an opportunity for the forces of evil to bend the last living golden dragon to their will and cause untold destruction. For us, it means the chance to revive all the dragons of the world, including Dawn and Dusk, and make things right.
 
   “We must rescue Andi and recover the egg before it falls into the hands of another demon lord! Please send aid quickly.
 
   Your loyal servant always, Ryliss Tancreek” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Marl Fremvoller sniffed the evening air and growled slightly. It was two hours before midnight, and the temperatures were already dropping sharply. Those of his men who weren’t on guard duty were huddled around small fires, which reflected light off their worried faces. No one was happy with this trip. They were all used to the burden of traveling with the prickly, malevolent fire wizard, Lebahn. But the last couple of days had taken them out of the plains and into the foothills of the mountains to the north. Marl didn’t even know the name of the range that faced them, but it had a dark and cold presence.
 
   It also didn’t help morale to hear the cries of the young girl the gargoyle had kidnapped and brought to them. Lebahn had been especially cruel to her, trying to gain information about some egg he was seeking. While, like him, most of his men were rough mercenaries, a few had sisters or mothers they still thought of fondly, and the girl’s agony wore them down.
 
   At midnight, Lebahn had vowed to allow his captive demon to have the girl; at least that should silence the whimpering. Marl strode forward and threw back the flap of the tent where Lebahn spent his time when they were not traveling.
 
   As usual, the fire wizard was sitting cross-legged on a soft mat, conversing animatedly with the large red, or sometimes black, crystal that was never far from his hand.
 
   “What is it, Marl,” Lebahn snarled, “I have preparations to make for our event at midnight.
 
   “Just a report as I furnish every evening, Lebahn. I don’t like this area; too many rocks and shrubs for things to hide in.”
 
   “Double the guard if you think it necessary, I don’t care! I assume the girl is secured in her tent as usual?”
 
   “Until midnight, at least, three men and the gargoyle surround her tent at all times.”
 
   “Then leave me be, I will summon you when I want her brought to me.”
 
   Marl nodded curtly and started backing out of the tent. Suddenly, the night air was rent violently by numerous equine screams. “Shit, something is at the horses!” 
 
   “Well, deal with it; that’s what you are paid for,” the wizard grumbled, returning to his meditation. Marl stormed out into the melee of running men, who were quickly putting on their armor and snatching up weapons. A few called for more torches to be lit while others strung their bows hastily.
 
   Perhaps fifteen minutes later, a furious Marl stuck his head back into Lebahn’s tent. “Giant cats! I’ve never seen any that large before. Three of my outer guards are dead with slashed throats, and an entire string of horses broke loose and ran off. We’ll play hell getting them back in this darkness!” The mercenary Captain paused and gulped shakily. “There’s something else, Lebahn…the girl is gone!”
 
   “What?!” 
 
   “It looks like something burrowed up out of the ground under her tent and took her!”
 
   ‘Well, don’t just stand there, you idiot! Send out search parties and find that girl; she can’t have gone far!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Marl muttered miserably and disappeared back into the night, storming after his men.
 
   Lebahn, glared for a moment at the tent flap that had fallen closed; then he picked up the blood-red crystal, gazed into its depths, and allowed himself a small crooked smile.
 
   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
   Ryliss
 
   We had been riding hard for twelve hours or more now. Andi barely felt like a weight on my back; her previous experience as a horsewoman kept her instinctively sitting tall and balanced. But I could tell she was nearly at the end of her rope. The constant fear, pain and travails of the past few days had sapped what little strength the young girl had. I couldn’t speak in horse form, but it mattered little as the seer silently concentrated on clinging to my back and little else. 
 
   I stopped periodically to leave a breadcrumb for what I hoped were our reinforcements; each probably a little sloppier than the previous, but, as usual, time was not on our side. We were traveling up the slope of some foothills in the shadow of an ominous line of “steamers,” mountains which off-gassed plumes of dirty steam or smoke. The gasses shrouded the mountaintops like a thick cloak and gave them an even more dire appearance. Their presence meant volcanic activity, possibly even open flows of magma, ahead. We would have to be careful. Rakka was ranging far out in front and behind to watch for danger; so far she reported no signs of pursuit. Diori just disappeared into the earth to travel, finding it easier and faster to move that way.
 
   I thought uneasily about the past evening’s adventure. Everything had gone as planned; the distraction of Jag’uri attacking the horses and guards coupled with Diori’s textbook snatch of the seer out of her tent. But now I worried about the abilities of the demon gargoyle. It had found Andi once; assumedly, it could do it again, and if it did strike, our only defense would be to have Diori take her far underground. The luxury of hiding and waiting out our pursuit was not something I could afford. The thought of Dawn and Dusk dying slowly from starvation was something I tried not to dwell on too much, but it was never far from my mind now. Time was not my friend. All these thoughts swirled through my brain as I galloped along.
 
   “We are getting closer now, Ryliss.” Andi leaned forward and spoke into my ear. “I can see the egg more prominently in my visions.” She attempted to stifle a small sob of sorrow as she continued, “But there is also great pain ahead as well. I’m sorry that I’m not a better seer for you; I wish I could tell you what to expect, what to guard against.”
 
   I pondered her words for a few moments. Dark elves are not an especially superstitious lot in general, but my rational mind knew that any foreboding that came from a true seer would occur somehow, perhaps just not at the time or place we expected. With a horsey sigh, I expunged the worry from my mind; every soldier goes into battle knowing that he or she might not return. If you let your mind fall too deeply into doom-faring, it became a self-fulfilling prophecy. We kept moving.
 
   I caught myself stumbling a little and wondered how much longer I would be able to negotiate these steep slopes with no trail; my hooves were not meant for this type of surface. A mountain goat might be more agile, but just copying the form of an animal doesn’t mean I gain all their skills. Part of a goat’s climbing abilities comes from years of experience, which I didn’t have, but it was worth a try. Andi gave a small cry of surprise when the horsehair beneath her changed suddenly to thick, rough, layered hair, her mount shortened, and her seat became narrower and considerably less comfortable. At least my horns gave her something solid to hold on to. We pressed on, it was perhaps another two hours before even my mountain goat feet were starting to fail me.
 
   Finally after the third time she nearly slid to the ground, I found a small copse of wind- and nutrient-tortured aspens that offered some cover. I stopped to build a small fire and let her take a break. As she warmed herself and rested, I dug through my pouch and found a couple of dried apples remaining and handed them over. 
 
   “Sorry, Andea, that’s the last of them…I wish I could do better.”
 
   She smiled weakly. “Don’t worry about me, Ryliss. It will be over soon; I just hope it will all be worth it.”
 
   “Can you tell me what you see, Andi? I know you can’t see yourself, but what about Kerrik, Daffi, and Diori?”
 
   “From what little I can tell, Kerrik and Daffi are well enough at the moment, but still far away. Diori is a blank to me, it’s like she doesn’t exist to a seer.”
 
   “But the golden dragon was a seer as well,” I mused, turning it over in my mind.
 
   “Perhaps that was part of the appeal of creating the perfect servant,” Andi opined cautiously. “Someone whose direction can never be discerned by outsiders.” She shifted uneasily. “What of you, Ryliss? Do you not wonder about your own fate?”
 
   I thought about it for a few moments, then shook my head. “No, I may not be a warrior, but I was raised among them. I have no desire to know the future beyond any information that could spare my friends an injury or death. If I die in the service of my King and Queen, I will pass over with no regrets or sorrow.”
 
   “Thank you, Ryliss,” she said quietly as if I had just given her a gift.
 
   At that point, a great black shape slunk into the small camp and curled up, practically encircling the small fire.
 
   “No sign of any pursuit, my Mother, but you should hurry on to our destination. I dislike this mountain, it growls like a badger in a hole, full of teeth and bad temperament. The trail continuing would best be done on two feet. What way there is, even the mountain goats have long abandoned, and nothing lives up here.”
 
   “What did you find up ahead?”
 
   “A few hundred paces ahead, there is a spot where you will have to decide to go through the rock clefts to the right or left, continuing on to the next mountains, or blaze a new trail straight up to the pinnacle of this peak. It is nearly straight up, but there are old goat switchbacks and the like. It will tax every ounce of strength you have to proceed.”
 
   “Andi, we come to a junction; left, right or straight up, which will it be?”
 
   The seer paused and grimaced. I saw several raw emotions transverse her young face, each option considered and then dismissed. Finally, she just sighed wearily and spoke, “Straight ahead, Ryliss. This is the mountain where we will find our destiny. There will be an entrance somewhere near the top, and the egg is inside.”
 
   “If we are so close, I will go on alone or with Diori if she shows up. It would be hard for you to go further and I can leave Rakka here to protect you.”
 
   The seer gulped and shook her head firmly. “No, I am in part responsible for what lies ahead; I need to see this out.”
 
   Naurakka got up and, with a snort, loped off down the trail in the direction from which we had come, disappearing quickly into the lichen-covered boulders. I pulled Andi to her feet and we started back up the slope, shattered pieces of rock slipping out from under my boots. It seemed like for every two steps I took, I slid back one. Andea, who couldn’t see where to place her feet, was having an especially hard time. 
 
   I squinted up at the top of the mountain high above us and estimated we had at least another thousand vertical feet to cover before reaching the top. Both of us were breathing in ragged spurts now, the altitude and fatigue taking its toll. Curiously, instead of becoming colder toward the summit, the air around us seemed to be getting warmer, as were the rocks beneath our feet. I had Andi wrap her arms around my neck and hold on as I attempted a particularly steep section. I thought of turning into an eagle and flying to the top, but my last experience carrying Andi was nearly disastrous, and that was at a lower elevation and when I wasn’t so exhausted. At the moment, I was pretty sure it would mean both our deaths.
 
   Abruptly, Diori popped out of the ground next to us. She looked at us both, but the fact that we were exhausted failed to register with the stone creature as she questioned cheerfully, “Are we near our destination yet, seer?”
 
   I eased Andi down on the flat edge of an outcropping and she immediately went to her knees and hung her head, too tired to answer the kobold.
 
   “Yes, Diori, we are close,” I panted. “But this is too steep for us to keep going much longer and nightfall approaches. I am thinking about going back down to a decent resting spot and trying again tomorrow.”
 
   Diori tilted her head quizzically. “If it is a conveyance the seer requires, might I offer some assistance? I could carry her to the top of this peak and you could become a winged creature and follow.” I think I could have kissed her at that point!
 
   A few minutes later, I was a kestrel pacing the kobold and Andea just below me. Diori gently carried the young girl in her arms, while the lower half of her body seemed to be submerged in the rocks as if she were striding forcefully through a pool of waist-deep water. Neither changes in the type of rock nor the steepness of the climb seemed to affect her momentum at all. She was as much at home in the stone as a fish is in a pond. 
 
   Shadows were already starting to darken the lower elevations of the mountain when Diori pulled up short on a small, flattish area perhaps two hundred feet or so below the summit. It appeared to me that this had been a larger area at one time, but a rock slide had all but obliterated the shelf. I saw Andi nervously waving to get my attention, so I landed and changed back into my dark elf form.
 
   “This is the place. We are very close, Ryliss,” Andea whispered, taking a deep, hesitant breath as if she were about to enter a den of rattlesnakes.
 
   I examined the mountainside before me. It just looked like thousands of tons of mixed boulders and loose rock to me. I’m not sure how anyone would even attempt to start excavating it with mere hand tools.
 
   “I concur, Ryliss,” Diori said happily. “This is exactly how Kailemora would have protected a covert lair. This would be unrecognizable to dragons and nearly impossible for humans to enter.” 
 
   I sighed and looked back down the mountain at the advancing shadows. “That’s wonderful, Diori, but unless there is a secret door or other passage, we are going to be stuck on this ledge tonight.”
 
   “You forget, Ryliss; I said it was nearly impossible for humans to enter. But the Auric wanted me, her loyal servant, to enter. Watch!”
 
   The kobold grew to approximately three times her/my normal size and, again, she sunk down to her waist into the rock and then strode forward. I heard a slight sizzling sound as she bored through the side of the rock fall. Amazingly, her outline seemed to melt and cauterize the loose rock so the ceiling and sides of the passage were as smooth as glass.
 
   Taking Andi’s arm, I followed. Perhaps sixty feet of tunnel later, we broke through into a hot cavern about seventy feet square. The air in here was murky and probably full of gasses I didn’t really want to know about, but still, it didn’t hurt too much to breathe. My dark elf sight would have been useless in an absolute void of light, but there were large patches of wall that appeared almost glass-like with what I assumed were ribbons of lava bubbling behind them. It gave the entire place a spooky, blood-red tint. The floor was a soft bed of reasonably flat sand crystals, with only the occasional outcrop of sharp stone to flaw its beauty.
 
   Diori drew in a deep amount of air as if scenting the cavern. “Kailemora’s egg chamber!”
 
   “I don’t see any egg.”
 
   “Oh, it would not be in a small room like this. I am positive there are one or more larger chambers beyond this one, but we must be getting very close. This would have been a diversionary chamber at best.”
 
   “Diversionary?”
 
   “Sometimes a luminary will set up a false chamber, even put some treasure and egg shells inside to make it look like the hatching has already taken place to throw off delvers. Come with me…”
 
   She moved farther into the space, concentrating on the far wall, while I helped Andi along. The seer was exhausted and almost asleep on her feet. Diori inspected the natural stone critically; she reached her arm, then her whole body, through the wall. A few seconds later, her head appeared and she stepped back into the space with us.
 
   “This is the way.” Once again, she created the glass-lined tunnel and we followed. In a much shorter span, perhaps twenty-five feet, Diori emerged into a second space. Similar to the first chamber in lighting level and construction, this one was much, much larger. The ceiling height alone was forty-five feet or more, the walls had to be two hundred feet in circumference. If possible, this room was even warmer and it had been a long time since we had access to water. I pulled out my badly-depleted water skin and squeezed the last few remaining squirts into Andi’s mouth. As if awakening from a bad dream, the seer’s eyelids shot open in terror.
 
   “We need to leave this place, Ryliss,” she whispered frantically. “We are in grave danger…I am so sorry!” Then she seemed to faint from either the heat or plain exhaustion. I eased her to the ground and propped her up against one of the cooler side walls. I looked around in a near panic; the last time I had gotten such a warning from the seer, I ended up being thrown off a cliff to my death.
 
   “Diori! Andi says…”
 
   “I found it!” the construct interrupted from the far end of the massive cavern. “Come quickly, I need you to verify the viability of the hatchling before I release the stasis!”
 
   “Does it matter?” I said urgently. “Just open it and find out.”
 
   The construct shook her head. “Luminaries have been known to plant a magically-trapped egg in chambers, as well. Believe me, as old and as magical as Kailemora was, you do not want to find one of those. You might find yourself transported to the surface of a moon or dropped into the maw of an active volcano. Even I might not survive such a fate. It is indeed fortunate that you are a Druid and have a connection to living things.” 
 
   I raced to the spot where the kobold was looking down into a hot shallow pit in the floor. The mountain’s magma must be very close to the surface here as the heat rose in waves out of the depression. Surrounding the pit were a number of iron pillars like boundary markers drilled into the rock in a decorative pattern flush with the main surface. In the middle of the depression, no more than five feet down, rested a large egg with a band of light blue magic aura surrounding it.
 
   “I must know, Druid. Is the egg real and is it still viable?” the stone version of me questioned, her hand firmly on my arm. 
 
   “What are these iron posts for?”
 
   “A warding; I have already deactivated them so they pose no harm. Now hurry, Ryliss! As soon as we rescue the Auric, I will open another path out of this place and your mission will be at an end!”
 
   Wiping the sweat from my brow, I gazed down into the pit, extending my senses down into the egg shell below me, probing for any spark of life. Immediately, I felt a magical surge and the world nearly exploded around me. Indeed, there was a life form inside completely unlike any I had encountered before. It was sleeping, its consciousness lingering just below the surface of wakefulness. But I sensed a feeling of purity and wisdom emanating from it. Again, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise up, similar to when I met the Earth Mother. This was almost a deity-level creature before me, and I suddenly felt a moral imperative to protect him at all costs. 
 
   Shaken by Diori out of my reverence, I gasped, “Yes, he is alive!”
 
   “Excellent!” I heard a loud male voice gloat from the other side of the chamber. Still slightly dazed, I looked up and saw half the chamber was now filled with Verledn’s men, including the gargoyle. It was the fire wizard, still carrying the red crystal who spoke, and he held a frightened Andi dangling roughly by one arm. Behind them all, three blood-red portals silently snapped shut and faded to darkness. 
 
   “Diori, grab the egg and run!” I screamed, starting the change to my Jag’uri form. But before I sprouted a single black hair, I felt snakelike tendrils wrap around my feet and knees, climbing my body and pinning my arms helplessly to my side. The familiar haziness of contact with cold iron and its effect on my Druid abilities ensued. “What the…?” Seconds later I was thoroughly trussed up by the bands; I couldn’t free my arms, and my legs were bound tightly together as well.
 
   Turning my head, I saw a grim-faced Diori finish the summoning of my iron prison, and then turn to fashion a birdcage of sorts out of the same material. She was pulling it directly out of the pilings around the pit and forming it to her needs, casting the spells effortlessly. “Diori, why are you doing this? You must save the Auric!”
 
   The stone girl that looked like me paused momentarily but then continued working on her casting as she replied, “I, too, am saddened that we will no longer be friends, Ryliss. You were my first and only friend. Had we met even five hundred of your cycles ago, things might have been very different. But the wound placed on me by Kailemora has festered too long and now it poisons my spirit.”
 
   “What wound? What are you talking about?” I wheezed, the iron bands constricting with every breath.
 
   “Her creation of the perfect nursemaid. She gave me a heart, a conscience, empathy for others, but she spared no empathy for me! She created no more of my kind for company; she made me able to feel love but gave me no outlet for it. She made my ‘life’ a lie, and now I will thwart her last and final legacy. Her punishment will be the end of all luminaries and her last remaining hatchling turned to the evil that she professed to hate the most. A fitting revenge, do you not think?”
 
   “No, Diori, don’t do this! I beg you!”
 
   “Don’t worry, Ryliss, I will not be the one to end your life; I have pledged this to you. Now you will have to excuse me, I must attend to my work.”
 
   I tried to struggle against my bonds, but it was no use. All I managed to do was fall over and lay bound and helpless on the soft sand. In the interim, the fire wizard and his entourage had moved in much closer, handing Andi off to one of his men. The mage and the gargoyle were practically standing right over me. They watched in satisfaction as Diori made the last of her mystic passes. A few seconds later, the construct leaped down into the pit and I heard the sound of a shell being shattered.
 
   While this was going on, the fire wizard leaned over me and leered. The brimstone stench that clung to him almost gagged me. “The kobold may have vowed not to kill you, my troublesome young Druid, but I have made no such pact. Your meddling has plagued me horribly, but in the end, everything turned out exactly as planned.”
 
   “But how did you find us?” I gritted.
 
   “You mean beyond the regular reports of your schemes given by your stone ‘friend’? Do you think I would skip putting something as rudimentary as a wizard’s trace on your blind seer girl? You were pathetically easy to outwit, even for a dark elf; you hardly even made it fun.”
 
   I couldn’t see from where I lay, but I heard Diori hop out of the pit, carrying something that hissed loudly. With a loud slam and a metallic click, whatever creature it was found itself imprisoned in the birdcage.
 
   The wizard chuckled, “Excellent work, Diori; our mistress will be pleased. We’ll take charge of the golden now.”
 
   “Mistress?” I wheezed. “But you work for Verledn…”
 
   “Hardly,” the one called Lebahn snickered. “That fool is nothing but a figurehead, a Duke Pharmon want-to-be. He still has his uses, I suppose…but I digress.” He rose up and backed away; looking over at the stone-crafted gargoyle, he nodded. “We have wasted enough time on this one…kill her!”
 
   There was a rasping of stone-on-stone as the monster leaned down and grabbed me by the hair with one of its enormous paws, pulling me half way off the ground and exposing my throat. Pain, fear, and a measure of regret shot through me. Sprouting evilly from its other hand was a full series of foot-long, razor-sharp, obsidian-straight claws. It pulled back that arm to strike a fatal blow. I had failed.
 
   A rippling inhuman scream and a flashing streak of blackness intersected the edges of my vision first. From out of nowhere, Naurakka flung herself onto the stone giant, raking her claws across its face and chest in a whirlwind of savage fury. The gargoyle dropped me back down to the sand to meet the new threat, extending claws from its other hand, as well.
 
   “Rakka, no! You can’t beat this thing,” I shouted desperately through our bond.
 
   I watched in horror as with a soul-tearing shriek of her own, my four-footed girl continued to attack as only an enraged Jag’uri can. She deftly dodged one slash, and then another, all the while breaking her own sickle-shaped claws on the creature until her paws ran red with blood. The sheer ferocity of the attack continued as the gargoyle staggered back, losing its footing in the soft, uncertain sand. But off-guard and ungainly as the gargoyle was, it was only a matter of time, and finally, painfully, I heard the stone monster connect with a wicked slash that snapped ribs and sprayed arterial blood across the sand where I lay.
 
   I felt a dagger of agony bury itself in my own chest as Rakka gamely tried to recover and continue to fight. Had the monster been flesh and blood, I have no doubt that it would have been dead ten times over. But there is no weakness in stone, and obsidian does not shatter when it rends living flesh. A second scoring hit, and then a third, took the last of the fight from my best friend as snarls of rage turned to strangled coughs of sorrow. Abruptly, Naurakka’s bloody limp form hit the sand next to me, quivering, her noble face and eyes only inches from my own. I cursed life as I watched the light in those trusting eyes dim and wink out exactly as her mother’s had years before. My tears and the Jag’uri blood of my friend soaked pitilessly into the soft sand.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Kerrik
 
   Things happened quickly once King Alex and Queen Maya made a decision. Alex immediately went into consultation with the tall, green elf, Rosa. It seemed Queen Maya, on the other hand, was a peerless tactician. She started barking orders to the golden-hued warriors, and they scattered like raindrops on a hot skillet. Even Wyatt was given assignments, as was the healer woman. Supplies were loaded into bags of dimensions and a general feeling of competent preparation for battle was in the air. I nodded with approval. Too many times in the army, I had been subjected to ill-thought-out and poorly-prepared campaigns. These people obviously knew their business.
 
   I was so engrossed in taking in the scene that I didn’t notice one of the female warriors come up behind me and tap me on the shoulder.
 
   “Would you care to be outfitted in armor for the battle, Wizard Kerrik?”
 
   “Err…no, thank you,” I said, somewhat put off my stride by her golden skin and arcane blue eyes that held genuine warmth.
 
   “Trooper Clariostia, Field Armorer, but you can call me Clara; everyone does.”
 
   “Thank you, Clara, but I am afraid heavy armor would interfere with my ability to fly, and I might need that. I wouldn’t turn down one of those amulets that protect a person from arrows if you had one available.”
 
   She nodded. “Of course, Enchanter Primus Rosa keeps a few on hand for emergencies. How about your lovely paramour?” she said, indicating Daffi, who was still tightly gripping my arm.
 
   “I will be fine as I am, but thank you,” Daphne answered. She was still caught up in looking around at the grand hall. Having grown up in a forest, the finery and grandeur of the place made her wide-eyed in wonder.
 
   I noticed Alex had finished his consultations with the green elf at the same time his Queen pulled his head down to her level and whispered something in his ear. Several of the golden warriors came down the elegant stairs carrying two suits of white armor almost reverently. Another followed with a large tower shield, followed by another with a huge war hammer.
 
   As soon as the armor arrived, two of the women assisted the queen with putting on one of the sets. The others just laid out the larger, bulkier set pieces on the floor. Alex strode confidently into the midst of the pile and raised his arms. I was astonished to see the pieces levitate up and clamp firmly onto his body as if each had a mind of its own and each knew the precise order that they were to engage.
 
   “Did you see that?” Daffi whispered, her fingers digging into my bicep. Once both of the Royals were fully-armored except their helms, which were still being held by the golden attendants, everyone drew back away from them. Once again, white-feathered wings sprouted from their backs, each spanning twenty feet or more.
 
   I was speechless, but Daphne was hopping up and down squealing, “I know those wings! Those are beautiful snow owl wings!”
 
   “Indeed,” murmured Clara, returning with a small piece of smooth river rock attached to a gold chain. She gently placed it around my neck. “Our Comets are truly blessed; their wings are functional as well as beautiful and are also the symbol of their office.”
 
   “Comets?” I echoed.
 
   “Yes, they are the children of the Nova and the sworn protectors of this world.” She watched with a proud smile as the two rulers checked out the fit of their armor and nodded that all was in readiness.
 
   Alex smiled and announced, “Looks like we are set. I will have no problem carrying Kerrik’s weight, and Maya can handle Lady Daphne easily.”
 
   “My king, as the Commander of your personal guard, I must object,” Ebony said heatedly, stepping to the forefront. “It is not a matter of weight; you are both supremely powerful, but rather a matter of encumbrance.” Alex looked surprised but urged her to continue with a hand gesture. “Carrying a passenger in your arms will leave you both defenseless in flight. If you were attacked by a flock of hippogriffs or wyverns, grave damage could be done before you reach the ground.
 
   “But Wizard Beratin can fly; I could drop him and fight.”
 
   “With respect to the wind wizards,” she countered, “they generally are not agile enough in flight to defend themselves against such an opponent. You would be splitting yourselves into three targets with still only one defender. We must consider the Queen’s and Lady Daphne’s safety.
 
   Daffi let go of my arm. “Your pardon, my King, but encumbrance will not be an issue. If you could but supply your lovely queen with a simple shoulder sack, I will be no trouble at all.”
 
   Alex smirked and looked at the tall, golden warrior. “There…satisfied, Ebony? If Maya has the freedom to employ Winya, we are better defended than if we traveled with an entire army.” Ebony gave a reluctant nod of agreement and backed away. The king turned back to Daffi and chuckled. “My King, is it? I seem to remember having this conversation with your friend, Ryliss, a few years ago. Are you petitioning to become one of our subjects, Miss Daphne?”
 
   Daffi performed an awkward bow and curtsey and looked over at me. “We would very much like that, Your Grace, if you will have us.”
 
   Alex grinned and looked questioningly over at his wife. “Well, My Lady’s sister, Ryliss, vouching for your characters is high praise in itself, but I suggest we shelve this discussion for the victory dinner when we return. Now we need to leave.”
 
   Another servant came running in with a shoulder sack and presented it to Maya, who stepped down from the raised throne platform. She gave Daffi a wink and took her by the arm. 
 
   The procession from the keep back down to the portal pad was brief. King Alex set a fast pace, which left most of the rest of us scurrying to keep up. A number of happy-looking civilians and wizard students lined the street, clearly thrilled to see the King and Queen in their winged regalia. They kept their wings folded back slightly so they didn’t drag on the ground. In just a couple of minutes, we were standing at the portal threshold. The white-robed elf woman was anxiously walking alongside the King and seemed to be trying to cover every contingency that might occur for the entire trip. Finally, Alex stopped, extended his armored arms, and gave her a reassuring hug and a smile.
 
   “We’ll be fine, Rosa, stop worrying. We’re going to find a dragon, not fight one!”
 
   “You know I’ll still worry horribly about you both.”
 
   “Just be ready to send us a portal when I call.”
 
   “Of course, but remember, I need your mind calm and a good mental picture of where you want it. And Maya,” she said, swiveling her gaze and sternly pointing a long finger at the Queen. “Alex’s mind isn’t calm when you are cooing over him, batting your eyes, and blowing in his ear like you do after every battle.”
 
   “Yes, Mom,” Maya grinned shyly. “It’s just that pounding the snot out of evil is so ‘motivating’!”
 
   “Ahuh…sometimes I think I should just give up and put the pixie in charge of these operations.”
 
   The pixie in question stood up from her perch on Alex’s armored shoulder and smiled wickedly. But at that point, Alex and Maya drew us through the portal, and anything the sprite was going to say was lost in the curtains of translocation. 
 
   We stepped out of the portal at Northfield; the non-human attendants in the cloaks not seeming to notice our arrival. A few seconds later and beyond the massive doors, we were standing outside in the mid-afternoon sun. Alex and Maya were all smiles as they unfurled their wings to their fullest extent.
 
   “Alright then, Wizard Kerrik, you can direct us to where you last saw Ryliss, and we will pick up their trail. Miss Daphne, will you reveal the need for the sack now?”
 
   Immediately, Daffi shapeshifted into a small black rabbit. Queen Maya giggled and scooped her up, holding her twitchy little face right up to hers. “She’s so cute!” Then she gently placed her in the sack and hung it around her shoulder, tying it back to her narrow waist so that Daffi didn’t dangle unnecessarily. 
 
   I was watching Alex’s reaction, and there was indeed surprise there. Finally, he just shook his head and muttered some request about the stars saving him from more Druid girls. The Royals put on their helms, which they had clipped to their belts earlier. Alex already had the war hammer in a sleeve across his back, but I didn’t see that Maya was armed. Picking me up like I was a two-year-old child, Alex vaulted into the sky with Maya hot on our heels.
 
   The Comets made good time, far faster than an air wizard’s fly spell, and in little more than two hours, we were already circling over the area where we had parted ways with the Druid. Fortunately, being somewhat used to flying, I was accustomed to seeing topography from the air and was able to guide the party back without much issue. 
 
   As we widened our circle, Maya called out, “There!” She pointed to a curious collection of stones with an appendage of some kind, laid out in the flat area between two rocky gorges. It was little more than two shards up and two shards down with a string of smaller round rocks trailing out.
 
   “What is it?” Alex shouted back over the sound of the wind rushing past us.
 
   “That is my people’s stylized symbol for a Jag’uri! It has to be Ryliss! We follow the direction the tail is pointing.”
 
   Over the next hour, we found four more of the strange rock structures, all with the tails pointing toward some looming mountains in the distance ominously shrouded in smoke. I was thankful we were flying and not trying to cross the difficult terrain below on foot. The closer we got to the mountains, the more sloppily the markers were being constructed, which spoke of Ryliss’ great haste. It was starting to get dark when we found what was to be the last marker. It was at the foot of a tall, rocky promontory, which I judged was probably still a semi-active volcanic site. We could all feel the heat rising in the air, billowing off the very rocks of the mountain itself. Taking advantage of the free updraft, Alex and Maya adjusted their wings and we soared high above the top peak.
 
   “There’s a tunnel entrance of sorts not far from the top,” Alex said, pointing. Throughout the journey, I noticed Maya following his lead without ever hearing his words, so I assumed they had some form of communication that didn’t require speaking. The Queen started her dive at the same time Alex did. Their vision must be more acute than normal because we were more than halfway down before the mists cleared enough for me to make out the details he spoke of. Yes, there was a tunnel drilled into the side of the mountaintop.
 
   We touched down on a flat, apron ledge and faced what appeared to be a colossal pile of rocks that had thundered down from high above at some point earlier in history. It probably wouldn’t have merited a second look except for the large, glass-lined hole that marred its otherwise dull appearance.
 
   Once on two feet, both Comets retracted their wings, and after handing me the bag with the rabbit, Queen Maya disappeared completely; actually vanished before my eyes. I did hear her voice from the edge of the tunnel whisper back, “This glass is recent, Alex; it’s not even dusty on the inside. I’ll be right back…”
 
   “You can release me now, Kerrik, please,” Daphne mumbled from within the sack I was holding, and I gently laid it out on the rock. Instantly, the black bunny darted out and scampered down the tunnel and out of sight. Crap! I know Daffi is good at stealth, but she should have waited for the rest of the team! I looked at Alex and sighed.
 
   A few moments later, Maya was back and now visible. “We need to move fast; Ryliss is in trouble. It looks like the bad guys arrived before we did.” She knelt down in the dirt and drew a hasty sketch in the dust. “There are about forty-five mixed archers and footmen in the second large chamber, about here.” Maya pointed. “Right now, all their attention is facing away from the tunnel entrance, so that is in our favor. Closer to the back of the chamber, it looks like Ryliss is being held prisoner, and the fire mage and gargoyle are running the show. The stone girl that Kerrik described as Diori seems to be breaking into the egg!”
 
   “What do you want us to do, Maya?” the pixie said, focused attentively from Alex’s shoulder. She appeared to be wearing plate armor now, even on the tips of her wings.
 
   “Nia, I want you to make life miserable for the soldiers. Give them a chance to surrender, but if they don’t take it, feel free to blast them. Alex, the gargoyle, of course; Kerrik your job is to find your sister and get her to safety. I’ll drag Ryliss out of harm’s way and help out as needed. Any questions?” We all shook our heads. “Good, let’s go!” She vanished once again like a heavily-armored ghost.
 
   I readied my fly spell and followed King Alex through the tunnel. We sped through the first chamber and could hear screaming as we charged through the second. As soon as Alex cleared the doorway, his wings deployed and he was flying over the surprised mercenaries, carrying both his shield and hammer. I took to the air, as well; I spotted Andea below me being held fast by a mercenary. I also noticed Ryliss lying trussed up on the ground, blood everywhere. Next to her was the unmoving body of a large black cat. The gargoyle stood over her, claws extended, ready to plunge them into the Druid on the ground. The deadly claws shot down, but at the last second, Ryliss’ form was dragged out between the gargoyles legs, and it missed its mark.
 
   Then all hell broke loose. From somewhere behind me, I heard the amplified voice of the pixie ordering the mercenaries to drop their weapons and lie face down on the floor. Of course, that only triggered snickers from the warriors and a few of them lifted their bows to try and skewer Nia. The resulting detonations and the screams that followed were worse than anything I remembered from the war. The stern warrior holding Andi did, however, release her and duck for cover.
 
   By this time, Alex had dropped down in front of the gargoyle and the two of them were trading blows. Ryliss had been dragged off a short way and was still lying in a metal-bound heap; from my vantage point, I couldn’t tell if she alive or dead. The fire wizard, Lebahn, seemed to be trying to summon another demon through his crystal. But first, he had encased himself in some kind of glowing blood-red armor and spelled a flaming sword into his hand.
 
   I swooped down and snatched my sister from the midst of the chaos on the cavern floor and flew her over to a quiet spot behind a sturdy dripstone deposit at the far end of the cavern.
 
   “Kerrik?” she gasped, feeling herself lifted up into the air.
 
   “Relax, Andea, help has arrived. We are going to deal with Lebahn and his ilk once and for all. Wait here quietly until it’s over,” I said, patting her on the head and readied myself to assist in whatever way I could.
 
   “Wait, Kerrik! You have to know, Diori is a traitor!”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on her; thanks, Sis!”
 
   Flying back into the fray, I noticed that Nia had cast a massive firewall between the main body of mercenaries and everyone else. She was still buzzing along happily near the ceiling casting spell after spell and dodging the occasional arrow, but few of them seemed to even be coming close. I was no expert, but I was pretty sure the six-inch tall winged girl had already used more raw magic in the past few minutes than I was capable of casting in a year.
 
   Lebahn strode forward, sword in hand, looking like he was going to attempt to attack Alex from behind. The cadence of whatever spell he was casting was starting to rise to a crescendo, and microbursts of hellfire were appearing and then snuffing out all along his fiery armor.
 
   “You Comets think you are the ultimate power on this little dirt ball! I will show you real power!” he screamed. Just as he started to complete the final word of power in his summoning, Queen Maya appeared out of nowhere in front of him, a glyph-etched sword of her own in hand. Maya’s sword seemed to hum with power, but she didn’t initially attempt to strike him with it. Instead, she deployed her majestic wings and a white-hot glow began to radiate out from them.
 
   Lebahn attempted to stop his incantation at the last second, but even a novice like me could tell it was far too late. A small crimson hole opened up between them and started to widen to allow the passage of whatever demon the mage was summoning. But before the creature could gain entrance, the Comet’s glow infused the opening and spread through it into the Hell Gate beyond. 
 
   The result was a deafening screech, as if the wailing of ten thousand doomed souls in agony had all shrieked at once. The summoning portal began to smoke, not with fire, but with cleansing steam as Maya poured even more holy energy into it. The portal shrunk slowly, nearly disappearing as the glow solidified and followed the projection of power back to Lebahn. A second later, the black pouch where the fire mage stored his oh-so-precious blood-red crystal exploded, knocking Lebahn twenty feet or more to the side. I had no doubt that if he wasn’t wearing the blazing armor, his guts would have been happily decorating the walls of the cavern. 
 
   Groggy, he got back to his feet, crouching, sword still extended shakily. “Nova bitch! Now see what you’ve done!”
 
   Maya retracted her wings and took up a sword dancer’s stance. She faced him with a grin of determination on her beautiful face and began to engage him. My years in the army had shown me a number of fine swordsmen, but none of them moved with her lithe grace. The sword in her hand almost seemed alive, and it dipped and twisted, scoring at will on the fire mage. I saw him try to cast a fireball at her, but a deep slice that ignored his armor drew blood across his chest and instantly disrupted the spell.
 
   I had learned long ago that fire mages were powerful and to be feared, but their one fatal weakness was that their spells were slow to cast effectively. Almost an impossibility with a foe in your face, and Maya was all over him. 
 
   Lebahn fought back artlessly, his mouth twisted in a perpetual death head of rage. “Diori, you stupid pile of useless rock, help us!” he shouted.
 
   I looked over at the stone girl. Thus far in the battle, she had been motionless, content to merely hold what looked to be the birdcage resting on the palm of her hand. Inside, there appeared to be a lizard of some sort, but it must be the golden dragon we were to rescue. It hissed menacingly at the nearby gargoyle that was still battling Alex. 
 
   Her stone head swiveled and she spoke, “I think not, Lebahn; it does not appear that you will win the battle this day. I believe I will take my charge and depart, I can always find another willing demon master to complete my plan of revenge. Goodbye.” 
 
   “I don’t think so.” A familiar voice rang clearly above the din. Daffi? I flew closer to the ceiling and looked down. There she was a short distance behind the construct in her large black rabbit form sitting defiantly upright. “You fail to realize that, magical as you are, you still require the Earth Mother’s sanction to pass through her domain. Consider this notification that said permission is revoked…the earth itself rejects you!”
 
   The construct got a strange look on its face, which was still modeled after Ryliss, as it appeared to be trying to drop down into the cavern floor. “Impossible! Plying the stone way is inherently part of my nature!”
 
   While she was momentarily confused, I flew along the ceiling and curled around behind her. I dived down and snatched the cage from her palm, taking it back up into the heights of the chamber ceiling. The critter inside seemed to calm down once it was away from the gargoyle and the construct. For a moment, I thought Diori had failed to notice my minor theft as she was still gawking at Daffi’s rabbit. But then she seemed to shake it off, and a look of intense hatred spread across her purloined image.
 
   “I am more powerful than you can imagine, even without the Earth Mother’s blessing. Do you really think a being designed to protect dragons would be helpless?” Suddenly, Diori began to grow. Ten feet tall, then twenty; when she finally stopped, she was over thirty feet tall and had the mass to match. 
 
   With the lightning fast flick of a stone arm, she batted Daphne and sent the pooka careening across the chamber, a human-like squeal emanating from her throat. I had to remind myself that the pooka couldn’t be killed in her animal forms. But still, I desperately wanted to rush to her side. 
 
   Next the construct concentrated on Alex, who was still in the final stages of battering his opponent into gravel. He didn’t see it coming, and a mighty fist connected from behind, driving him into the gargoyle and sending both of them tumbling into a heap. Without the white armor, I had no doubt the King would have been dead from that blow alone.
 
   I heard a gasp from the Queen as she caught what had happened to Alex out of the corner of her eye. Strangely, the silver and white sword flared white-hot impressively without a trigger word or somatic gesture; it was as if it was enraged all on its own. Maya wasted no more time with Lebahn, and a graceful feint followed by a double-step move drove the point of her long blade through his throat and beyond. A quick snap of her wrist as she evaded his falling body separated the wizard’s head from his body. The searing hot blade cleansed itself by burning off all traces of the demon lord’s blood. 
 
   Its tether to this world broken, what was left of the demon gargoyle dissolved into a gibbering pile of sandstone. Still, King Alex was very, very slow to rise. But I had problems of my own. Diori was now focused on recovering the cage that I had lifted from her, and she was earnestly swatting at me like a fly. Her height meant that even the tallest portion of the cavern was within reach, so I had to keep moving and dodging. I was burning up my magic at an alarming rate, and I wouldn’t be able to maintain this level of activity for long.
 
   I did manage to see Daffi struggling to limp back into the main part of the chamber, but she looked dazed and confused. Nia floated over my way; she looked tuckered out, but she managed to send a small fireball into Diori’s chest. Unfortunately, the spell fizzled a few feet before impact and splashed harmlessly off the stone.
 
   “Dammit, I was afraid of that,” the pixie muttered. “Resistant to my magic just like the chimera…I’ve got nothing that will touch her!”
 
   “Can you at least distract her?” I squealed as I dodged another giant hand swipe. The birdcage was a serious impediment to fancy aerial maneuvers, but there was no way I was going to give the little guy back to her, especially not after I heard her plans.
 
   Down below, Alex and Maya were rallying somewhat, but it didn’t look good. From what I could tell from their conversation, even Maya’s glyphed sword was largely ineffectual against a magical stone construct. So that left most of the heavy lifting to Alex, and he hadn’t fully recovered from Diori’s initial attack. 
 
   On his first swing, he triggered some type of enchantment on the weapon, which appeared to amplify the strike. The sound of the hit reverberated throughout the cavern and even shook loose some small stalactites that shattered on the hard floor. Impressive as it was, it didn’t seem to slow the construct down much. Oh, she lost some chips here and there and some spider webbing was evident, but whatever magical forces held her together and allowed her to move must have been potent indeed. Blow after blow the King rained on the construct. From the sounds of the strikes, had she been of ordinary stone, Diori would have been wholly destroyed, but her enchantments held. Pointedly ignoring the King’s attacks, Diori continued in her quest to catch me.
 
   “We got problems!” Nia said as she whizzed by and attempted to cast some pixie dust in the face of the construct.
 
   “Tell me about it!” I grated, desperately looking for a better place to hide among the ceiling structures. I almost didn’t notice the ragged strap of iron that flew up and pinged sharply off the rocky ceiling until it nearly took off my ear. 
 
   “What the…?” 
 
   Any further speculation was drowned out by a savage roar that filled the chamber. It was even louder than Alex’s hammer hits, and it almost deafened me. Nia tapped me on the shoulder and pointed. Where Ryliss had been crumpled and bound on the floor, there was nothing but twisted, broken bands of cold iron in thin stringy piles. 
 
   I scanned the floor for the Druid girl but didn’t see any sign of her. Even Diori seemed monetarily confused. Alex took the opportunity to stage another attack, even though he could only reach waist high on the construct with the hammer. Her open hand swatted him backward like an annoying puppy and sent him crashing across the chamber and sliding to the floor yet again. I could see the armor was holding up well, but I wasn’t so sure about the King inside.
 
   Another roar reverberated throughout the chamber. I recognized it as a deeper sounding Jag’uri scream, and at last, I was able to fix a location. Something dark and shapeless was prowling at the farthest reaches of the cavern, well beyond the egg chamber and Andi’s hiding place, and it was big. The third keening roar was the charm, and the creature stalked out into full view.
 
   Emerging from the shadows, it appeared to be another Jag’uri, only two times larger than even Naurakka had been. I estimated its back height at seven feet or better, and it was easily twenty-five feet long nose to tail. Still, it moved with the big cat’s effortless grace, but that wasn’t the part that caught the eye, nor sent shivers down my spine. The jaw line was even more pronounced than a normal Jag’uri, and in place of the luxurious black fur, it had rippling scales. Thick, golden-hued plates glowed between the margins with an arcane foxfire. Its teeth and claws were appropriately sized for the cat’s advanced mass, but even they didn’t look normal, appearing more like curved projections of pure white-hot energy than anything belonging to a natural cat.
 
   “What is it?” Nia breathed in awe as she floated alongside me. I shook my head in wonder, as well. None of us had much more time to speculate because, in a flash of gold, the beast advanced. Two bounds took it past the black rabbit which seemed to be frozen in terror. With a scream of rage, it leaped onto the kobold, driving her back several steps. Its claws were like scythes of pure energy. Each time a paw drew a path of tracing lines across the construct’s body, plasma-like dancing, burning particles spattered off; the claws gouged deep crevasses into the living rock. 
 
   The creature’s bite was literally ripping out great chunks of the white and black diorite material, and I heard Diori cry out in pain and terror as she backed up suddenly to try and flee from the onslaught. Smug in the knowledge that there was very little that could harm her or that she couldn’t run away from, Diori didn’t seem to possess any hand-to-hand fighting skills to protect against a predator like this. 
 
   Again, she attempted to melt into the stone floor, but the implacable pooka was still there, steadfastly preventing any escape. And now the cat was on her again, front claws gripping her shoulders while the back used all their leverage to rake the construct, time and time again, in a move that would have easily disemboweled a human. Jagged grooves formed on the body of the stone girl, each as deep as a man’s forearm. Scars led to cracks and cracks became fissures extending deep into the “flesh”. The construct punched the cat with all of its immense might, but the golden scales didn’t seem to deflect or buckle in the slightest. If anything, the blow just appeared to infuriate the beast even more. Another undulating screech that shook stalactites free from the ceiling filled the cavern.
 
   “Ryliss, can’t we talk about this? You know I never meant to harm you!” Diori winced, the odd sensation of acute pain written over her features. For its part, the cat gave no indication that the words were received. It seemed to be operating on instinct and sheer killing lust as it bit down on the kobold’s arm and shook its head violently side to side. Razor-sharp, flaming teeth cut into the stone like it was mere flesh.
 
   Diori stifled a choking scream and directed her attention at the Royals. “Help me and I will vow to serve you faithfully!” 
 
   “After your betrayal of my sister and hearing what your plans were for the young dragon, you can go straight to whatever hell you so richly deserve!” Maya called out scornfully.
 
   “But it wasn’t my fault! Kailemora should never have created me!” she cried as more pieces fell to the floor like hailstones. “I begged her to create more like me, to give me companionship…but she wouldn’t listen…I’m the victim here!” 
 
   “Opinion noted,” Maya growled with an air of queenly finality. 
 
   The construct was on her knees, largely because most of her lower legs were now rubble, one arm lay tossed aside, as the fire claws continued to carve her up into fist-sized pieces. The creature could reach the construct’s face now and seemed to take particular pleasure in erasing all trace of the ersatz Ryliss form.
 
   The limits of my flight spell had been reached, and I touched down carefully next to Alex and Maya with a sigh of relief. The small, winged lizard in the cage seemed to be watching the destruction of the kobold with great interest, or perhaps it was fascinated with the cat creature, I couldn’t tell. But its shiny, luminescent eyes never left the battle. 
 
   The dragon cat had reduced the remaining arm and most of Diori’s torso to scrap. It spun around viciously, and the armor-plated tail slapped through the neck of the construct. The stone head teetered for a moment and then toppled to the ground of the chamber and shattered into a million small pieces. The few pieces that were still recognizable seemed to follow suit and crumbled into gravel. Extinguished in a last puff of sparkling, enchanted dust, the kobold was no more.
 
   The cat growled angrily, then cried out a painfully drawn-out panther scream at life itself. Seeing no opponent was forthcoming, it snarled again and stalked over to Naurakka’s lifeless form and sniffed it. It poked at the big Jag’uri with its long snout as if urging her to rise somehow, but the great black cat was truly dead. The dragon cat uttered a shriek which was half feline scream and half heart-rending agony, and its claws scraped bitterly into the floor beneath it. The creature’s great head hung low in abject misery and a moan of despair filled the room. 
 
   Maya had ripped off her helm, flinging it to the ground, and was walking steadily toward the beast with open arms; somehow the sword had disappeared. Tears were streaming down her face.
 
   “Maya, be careful,” Alex warned. “We don’t know how much of our Ryliss really resides in that creature’s head.”
 
   “Nonsense, I know my sister, Alex, and she needs me,” the Queen said levelly. For its part, the Jag’uri monster seemed to finally take note of Maya’s approach. It snarled, showing off full jaws of those impressive teeth, but then the display subsided as it waited miserably. The Queen calmly reached up and put her hands on the giant scaly head and looked into its burning eyes. “Come back to us Ryliss…please.” 
 
   With a low, piteous groan, the beast seemed to collapse as if boneless, straight down on the stone floor, taking Maya with it, as she cradled the massive head on her lap. For the better part of an hour, she sat there whispering words of comfort and stroking the cat’s head. I set the small cage down not far from the two of them, largely because every time I tried to take it farther away, the young dragon squawked and beat itself against the bars of the birdcage until I moved it closer. 
 
   I spent a few minutes collecting my relieved sister and quietly filling her in on what had happened. She cried on my lap when I told her about Naurakka. By this time, Daffi had resumed her human form and was at my side, consoling her as well. Finally, I could contain myself no further and drew the pooka girl up to me, nearly crushing her in my frantic embrace.
 
   “Careful, Oh Great Wizard,” Daffi cautioned with a chuckle. “Remember, I can die in this human form; perhaps I should change back into the goat if you are feeling amorous!” 
 
   “No, I like you…no,make that…love you just the way you are, Daffi,” I breathed into her hair, thanking the stars that she was alright. “What was with the whole voice of the Earth Mother thing anyway?”
 
   “She…she speaks to me sometimes. She wants me to be one of her servants, but up until now, I wasn’t ready, now I am.”
 
   “So you really are a Druid, after all?” I said, lifting her chin and looking into her dark eyes.
 
   “One of what she calls her new breed of Druids, I think. I’m not really sure what all that entails, but Ryliss is part of it, as well. All I know is that I have a lot to learn, and I believe Xarparion and Sky Raven have a lot to teach us both. They will provide a good home for Andi, too.”
 
   Together, the three of us, walked back to the main group arm-in-arm. Alex had apparently summoned a portal, its light blue glow a welcoming sight for us all. A squad of the golden female warriors stood strict guard while more staff hauled the dead bodies of the mercenaries out and pitched them off the mountain for the crows. King Alex was out of his armor now, but was still pacing around anxiously. Alera, the healer, following impatiently around after him, attempting to make him sit so she could heal his injuries.
 
   The Queen was still sitting cross-legged on the stone floor. Now, instead of the massive Jag’uri beast, Ryliss lay curled up in the fetal position with her head still on Maya’s lap. She sobbed inconsolably as the dark elf Queen rocked her patiently, giving her all the time she needed. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Ryliss
 
   The next morning broke cool and cloudy, as did most mornings at Sky Raven. The altitude and the steam generated by the heated river flowing down the front of the fortress contributed to this effect. 
 
   It wouldn’t have mattered much to me if our new sun had been blazing hotly; the dark stain that covered my heart was still too fresh for words, and no amount of sunshine could pierce it. I quietly left the quarters that Naurakka and I had occupied for the past five years, making a mental note that I should move to someplace smaller. But I realized deep down that it was the memories that I needed to come to terms with, not space issues.
 
   It was still early; most everyone had decided to get a good night’s sleep before tackling the task of figuring out how to coerce newborn Donatello into freeing the world’s dragons from their deep slumber. I hadn’t slept at all; I had obligations to keep, and a part of me wondered if I would ever sleep again. Slogging up the hill toward the keep’s great hall, I tried to focus on the issue at hand. 
 
   I felt a gentle but cold breeze puff down the back of my neck and whirled to find Somnus pacing me quietly, his head just inches from my own. I have no idea how he does it; a creature his size weighing well over two tons shouldn’t be able to sneak up on a dark elf. But rather than vent my indignation, I gratefully wrapped my arms around his neck and just leaned my forehead into him for a few minutes, savoring the warmth and the animal closeness. Finally, I drew back and got a warm nuzzle on the ear from him before he nodded his head up and down patiently and turned back towards the stables.
 
   A few seconds later, an annoying buzz drove away all the warm thoughts I had curried from Somnus. Nia sped by and then reversed course to hover just off my nose.
 
   “Hi, Ryliss,…ummm…did you find the spot I suggested?” Nia asked carefully.
 
   “Yes, Nia, it’s a lovely place, right along a small creek, shady and cool. The spirit of a great cat can watch the spotted pigs when they come down to drink. She would have loved it there. Thank you for letting me bury her in your forest; I am in your debt.”
 
   “Well, it’s not really my forest,” the pixie gulped sadly, “but the animals are coming back and the Mother Tree is getting bigger. In a few years, we’ll have pixie families starting to roost there again and then the place will really be hopping.”
 
   “Rakka would have liked that,” I said, and then continued my trek up to the keep, trying to keep my voice from cracking and the tears from loosening again. Of course, the pixie followed me.
 
   “Now I remember, I was just coming to get you! Rosa is going insane and needs your help.”
 
   “When isn’t Rosa going insane?” I thought to myself, but might have whispered it under my breath. I stopped again and scowled at my pixie tormentor. “What is it now, Nia?”
 
   “It’s Donatello; he’s been a pain all night. Rosa kept him in her quarters, but I don’t think she got a wink of sleep; he’s not eating, and all he does is pine. None of us know anything about baby dragons!”
 
   “Well, don’t look at me! I majored in dragon sleep disorders, not pediatrics. Besides, they must be pretty self sufficient at birth. It’s not like the mother dragon is usually around when the egg hatches.”
 
   The pixie was flying backward as she talked to me, and she shook her head dubiously. “I don’t know, but Rosa seems to think this one is different…maybe all that time in stasis damaged it.”
 
   I huffed in silent disagreement and continued to walk. “Where are we meeting anyway?”
 
   “At the twin’s grotto. Alex and Maya are anxious to find an answer to all this as soon as possible, so they want to convene everyone and Donatello there right now. The cooks have been frying up bacon, roasting a brace of boars, and bringing up cases of wine for hours, just in case this works!” 
 
   Twenty minutes later, after negotiating the stairs cut into the cliff wall and the new passageway that cut deeply into the mountain, I opened the heavy door and stepped through into the cool grotto area that housed the twin dragons’ lair. Of course, there had been a lot of changes to the space since the last time I was here, primarily to make it more accessible by humans, the door being just one.
 
   Staff had brought up a number of small chairs and they were scattered around the outer chamber. Alex and Maya, both wearing robes, were seated and looked worried. Kerrik and Daphne were off to one side chatting in low, amiable voices. Hons and Alera were trying to bolster a recently cleaned-up Captain Higs. He had bathed, shaved, and put on clean clothes, even if they did hang on his thin frame like drapes. Darroth had even made the trek up from the deep forges to make an appearance, and of course Nia was there. 
 
   Rosa finally made an appearance, coming out of the second chamber where the twins slept. She shook her head despondently. “I don’t understand it. I took Donatello in to see the twins, hoping that he would have some sort of instinctual response to wake them up. He just hissed and recoiled away as if he was afraid of them.”
 
   “You didn’t just leave him in there alone did you?” I found myself asking, a measure of new found protectiveness in my voice.
 
   “Don’t worry, he’s in his cage,” the old elf said with a reassuring wave of her hand.
 
   I shook my head worriedly and Maya, who had been watching me like a hawk since I entered the room, picked up on it right away. “What is it, Ryliss?”
 
   “I don’t know, my Queen, it’s just a feeling. Dragons are very smart, and goldens are the most intelligent of them all. We cannot treat him like a pet marmot in a box. Even a newborn is probably smarter than the average villager. If we want his help, we need to…”
 
   At that exact moment, a blur of golden scale burst out from behind the small waterfall that separated the two chambers and made a mad, spirited dash circling around the spectators.
 
   “He’s escaped!” Rosa gasped. “Hurry, catch him!” Rosa and the humans shot out of their chairs and nearly tripped over each other in their haste. In the meantime, the young dragon appeared to be having a wonderful time eluding them, even deftly flying between their legs and arms as they sought to capture him.
 
   I calmly got up and covered the door to make sure Donatello didn’t figure that one out, as well. He vaulted to the very top of the chamber, well above their outstretched hands and clung to a stone outcropping for a few seconds, chattering excitedly at them in a high-pitched squeak.
 
   Alex and Maya, of course, deployed their wings instantly and flew up to collect him. With a chirp of indignation, Donatello pushed off and flew circles around them both; this was one instance where the Comets’ wings were just too big to be effectual in this small an area. The stuttering chirp continued and I could have sworn he was laughing at them. In short order, the King and Queen were laughing at themselves, as well, as the irony of the situation took hold.
 
   As sometimes happens when she’s stressed, the Queen began to leak out a arcane glow. She looked around in embarrassment, which caused Alex to guffaw even louder and begin glowing himself. Soon the entire chamber was infused in the holy light of the Nova.
 
   Donatello had returned to his small perch on the ceiling when the two Comets had landed and began their display. As the bluish white glow reached him, he cocked his head sideways and extended his wings, almost like a plant positioning itself to take in the rays of the sun. Another laughing chirp exploded as the Royals toned down their display and finally tucked in their wings altogether. Donatello looked down at them, his marble-sized eyes glowing and lifted his chin. Suddenly, a greenish glow radiated out from the small dragon as if he were trying to emulate or even surpass the two Comets. Now the chamber was flooded with green light, exactly like it had been with the whitish blue just a few seconds before. It poured into every seam and beyond.
 
   When the beam touched me, it was different than what I had felt before with the Royals. Theirs was a promise that law and order would prevail in the universe and all would be well in the world. The green light touched on a much more personal level. It promised that sins would be forgiven, relationships healed, and new life cherished and never forgotten. For a second, I was transported back to the banks of a small stream in a quiet, dark forest. There, a large black cat lounged lazily and stared out over the banks where some small spotted pigs were frolicking in the mud. The cat looked up at me and its great blue eyes shone with love.
 
   “Please do not grieve for me, my Mother; I would not have you remember me with tears, all is well with me. I died defending the one that I loved the most in life; there can be no higher honor.”
 
   I gasped, “But the pain, Rakka! There is so damn much pain!”
 
   “Open yourself to the young dragon’s light and you will be absolved of the pain and guilt, and remember only the good times. Know that I will watch over you always, and someday we will walk these woods together again, I promise. Now go, you have much to accomplish yet! And I have small spotted pigs to haunt…”
 
   I snapped out of the trance, tears streaming down my face. On the ceiling, with a huff that plainly said, “beat that,” Donatello chirped and turned off his glow. I felt a touch on my arm and Maya was standing next to me, a deeply concerned look on her face.
 
   “Are you alright, Ryliss?” 
 
   I took a deep cleansing breath and the relentless pain was mostly gone. I even managed a ghost of a smile. “I will be, Sister…I will be.”
 
   Donatello’s large orbs had tracked Maya when she had left the main group and ventured to the door next to me. Now his nostrils twitched and, with a very un-dragon-like bleat of recognition, the little guy launched himself at me with abandon. He hit my chest with force, nearly knocking the wind out of me; instinctively I tucked him into my arms and sheltered him from harm. He crooned his approval and climbed up on my shoulders, draping his long neck down around mine and sighed contentedly.
 
   “I never would have believed it!” Rosa beamed and pointed at me. “You, young lady, are assigned babysitting detail until further notice!”
 
   “Thanks a lot, Rosa,” I said sarcastically, but I had to admit he did feel wonderful perched up there. Perhaps life was about to get a little better.
 
   Right then, Higs, who had gone to check on the twins in the midst of all the commotion, tore back into the room excitedly. “I saw Dusk blink! I think they are coming out of it!”
 
   Of course, we all had to rush into the chamber with the two dragons to see for ourselves. Alex excitedly grabbed a handful of bacon and a bottle of the citadel’s finest wine, and pried open Dawn’s huge mouth. Tossing in perhaps a couple pounds of the fatty delight, he pulled the cork on the bottle with his teeth and fast-poured the entire bottle into her reptilian jowls.
 
   Maya, with Higs’ help, was performing the same procedure with Dusk.
 
   “If you close their mouths and stroke the underside of their throats, it should provoke an automatic swallow response,” I supplied helpfully. Of course, Alex and Maya were the only ones in the room strong enough to lift the massive draconic heads off the sand. They did, and everyone else took turns stroking the long scaly throats of the two girls.
 
   A few minutes into the group operation, Dawn shuddered and swallowed hard, her huge eyes fluttering and her breath sounds becoming more rapid. Alex sat right down in the soft sand and cradled the head of his adopted daughter, stroking her eye ridges and scratching under her chin. A keening wail of abject pain filled the room as her eyes snapped open and she willed herself into her naked human form. 
 
   Alera rushed up with a blanket to cover her, Dawn apparently not having the energy to form clothing, as well. She moaned and rocked for a few minutes with her eyes pressed tightly shut as the healer examined her briefly. Hons filled a large glass with more of the fine wine and brought it over for Alex to administer. He held it to her lips and she swallowed it greedily, finally opening her bleary eyes slightly.
 
   “Am I dead?” she whispered, looking up into Alex’s face. “If it wasn’t for the pain, I would think this was heaven…the taste of bacon and fine wine on my lips and you holding me…”
 
   “No, it’s not heaven, missy!” Maya interrupted, half choking on her own tears of joy. “And I’ll thank you to remember that’s your father you are mooning over.”
 
   The dragon girl winced, still in obvious pain. “Damn…can I at least have more wine?”
 
   “Nope,” Alera chipped in, “you need water and lots of it! Alcohol won’t rehydrate you properly, and go easy on the bacon, too; your stomach may not be able to handle all that fat right away…I’m thinking of prescribing oatmeal!”
 
   “Aw, it is hell, after all…” Dawn quipped weakly, finally in an upright position and looking around. Her watery eyes finally rested on her sister. “Why isn’t Dusk awake?”
 
   “We’re working on her!” Maya gritted, as Darroth vigorously rubbed her throat while Higs leaned into her ear and begged her to come back to him. Perhaps a minute later, our prayers were answered and Dusk swallowed mightily and then produced a dusty, hacking cough that enveloped and almost froze Hons. 
 
   Alera religiously followed the same regiment that had revived Dawn, including the threat of oatmeal. In the span of a half an hour, both girls were in human form, fully blanketed and sitting up. They were unsteady but curious about what had happened. 
 
   While the dragon girls were being administered to, Donatello had come out of his temporary swoon around my neck. Nose twitching, he crept up and attacked one of the sacks of bacon that were strewn about the room. All that could be seen of the little guy was his tail flopping about with great animation outside the woven bag. However, the sounds of his crunching were loud enough to interrupt polite speech. Shortly thereafter, Dawn pointed and growled, “What exactly is that creature and why are you allowing it to eat our precious bacon?”
 
   Donatello stuck his head out curiously, and noting the scrutiny of the much larger dragon, he squealed and launched himself back up around my neck with a pronounced shiver of fear and a digging in of tiny claws.
 
   “This creature,” I said dramatically, “is the newborn king of the dragons. His name is Donatello; you may want to start working on your obeisance skills; he’s going to be living here for a while.”
 
   “A…a…male golden dragon? Living here? With us?” they stuttered, each looking at the Royals for confirmation.
 
   “Well, at least until he can fend for himself. After that, it’s Donatello’s choice where he lives, of course,” Alex confirmed, then watched in confusion as their eyelids fluttered and both twins fainted dead away in his arms. “Huh, I wonder if it was something I said.”
 
   Rosa spoke up, “Well, we know that Donatello’s green glow seems to be the catalyst for waking up the dragons. At least it worked on Dusk and Dawn, but how do we wake up an entire world’s worth of dragons? It’s not like we can take him to every mountain peak on every continent and broadcast it. The dragons are dying as we speak!”
 
   Darroth raised a stubby hand. “I might have an idea for that, but I’ll need to consult with Conlin Gruffrock to make sure it will work.”
 
   “Conlin, our siege engine specialist?” Maya asked with some skepticism. 
 
   “Yup, should be slick if we can make it work,” the dwarf chortled and ran out of the room double time.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Ryliss
 
   Three weeks later
 
   The air racing past blew my hair straight back and made my eyes tear up as I hung on for dear life. Kaima was in one of her playful moods and was doing her best to leave her bigger brother in the dust. I giggled when I glanced back and saw Wyeth, a much better horseman than I, struggling with similar issues. Somnus was a few lengths behind, and from my vantage point, the huge horse’s nostrils looked big enough to suck in a pixie or two. His mane and tail appeared to blend into one solid line of blue flame that ran under the seat of the fire wizard and out the back as his massive hooves pounded the ground into submission. 
 
   In less than an hour, we had covered half the distance to the Dashern Lake Forest and the morning air was changing from mountain-cool to swamp-level warmth in a hurry. Finally, the mare must have decided she had won at least a moral victory so she allowed me to rein her in a bit, and we dropped down into a spirited trot. An instant later, Somnus was at our side carrying a laughing, scarlet-robed wizard and we slowed to a walk.
 
   “Well played, My Lady,” he chuckled. “When you took off, I was adjusting my saddle and still had both feet on the ground. I thought Somnus was going to reach around, grab me with his teeth, and throw me on his back; I’ve never seen his eyes bulge out like that. See, I told you these two needed a good romp!”
 
   “Yes, well, when the Queen herself practically makes it a royal command…” I retorted, stroking Kaima along her sweaty neck. “But then, you wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you, Wizard Parker?” 
 
   Wyeth tilted his head mischievously. “Well…not directly. I merely pointed out that, since the King and Queen prefer to fly now whenever possible, these two…” he paused, rubbing the stallion’s side, “are suffering horribly from a lack of exercise. You know they won’t let just anyone ride them; in fact, it’s a very short list, indeed.”
 
   “But is that even your concern anymore? After all, you are a wizard now.”
 
   He gave a rueful grin. “Ryliss, I’m pretty sure the Queen still sees Jaython and me as her stable boys first and big bad fire wizards a vastly distant second. To be honest, I wouldn’t have it any other way. If it wasn’t for these two,” Wyeth motioned at the Vakhas, “not only would I not be a wizard, but I wouldn’t be alive this fine summer morning to escort the most beautiful single woman in all of Xarparion or Sky Raven to a picnic.” 
 
   I felt my face heat up and hoped the bright sunshine wouldn’t show off my embarrassment too badly. I decided to go on the offensive. Raising an eyebrow, I gave him my best dubious look.
 
   “You know the other dark elf women warned me about you, Master Wyeth.”
 
   “Oh, and what did they say, exactly?”
 
   “That you are a terrible flirt and that you go on a lot of first dates but very few second. But to your credit, all of them say you are a gentleman and very respectful of our customs. The fact that you are not being hounded relentlessly by pitchfork-bearing fathers says much.” I sighed in mock sorrow. “About the only bad thing I could dig up in my research was that many of the women were more than a little disgruntled about not getting that second date. If my analysis is correct, I would have to conclude that you are searching for something or someone.”
 
   “Perhaps.” He smiled guardedly and looked off into the distance, then shook his head in self-derision and changed the subject. “Hey, did you hear? A merchant from Evinjote came through Xarparion yesterday and reported a bronze and a green in the skies there. That makes nine confirmed sightings, plus Dawn and Dusk, of course. It looks like the dragons are back, so whatever you and Donatello did, it must have worked.”
 
   I shook my head. “I cannot take any of the credit. It was all Conlin’s and Darroth’s doing. It was their idea to use prisms and the fortress’ main battery.”
 
   “The beam weapon that brought down the Kerr?”
 
   “Exactly, but they rigged it to broadcast a very wide, low-powered beam instead of the narrow weapon. Somehow, they managed to piggyback Donatello’s magic to the crystals, bouncing Donny’s glow off particles in the atmosphere. It basically flooded half the planet at a time with his green light. We did it four times just to be sure. It was diluted enough to be nearly invisible and most people wouldn’t have even noticed. But apparently, the dragons reacted to it well enough. Dawn and Dusk swooned every time we discharged it.” I chuckled in remembrance. 
 
   “That can’t make Higs very happy, having a new male in Dusk’s life.”
 
   “I doubt Higs needs to worry about rivals for Dawn’s affection in his lifetime. His devotion during their long sleep made an enormous impression on her. Besides, it will be a hundred years or more before Donatello even thinks of taking a mate. And our Guard Captain is just a normal human; their ultimate age difference and life expectancies have always been something they were both keenly aware of…” I said, trailing off as I noticed Wyeth looking at me intensely. “What?”
 
   “Ah, the white elephant in the corner of the room rears its head at last,” Wyeth commented ruefully.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Age differences…Ryliss, sometimes when you look at me I swear you only see the thirteen-year-old stable boy you met on your first day in Sky Raven.”
 
   “Guilty, occasionally,” I confessed. “When you asked me to accompany you on this ride, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. It does seem strange to see you socially, even though you have grown to be a man.”
 
   “A wizard man,” he corrected earnestly. “Ryliss, barring untimely death, we will both live another five hundred years or better. That dwarfs the age difference between us to the point where I don’t think it matters anymore. Besides, Maya is older than Alex…in fact; you remember him as a toddler, yet you don’t think their love is strange.”
 
   “No, their love is truly epic.”
 
   “Well then, let’s give epic a chance, shall we? Come on, the Vakha are ready for another run and we’re gonna be late for the picnic…people will talk!” He grinned and kicked Somnus mildly in the sides. The big horse seemed to have just been waiting for the opportunity as he exploded into a full gallop, leaving Kaima and me strangling in their dust.
 
   The picnic was held in a large clearing in the Dashern Lake Forest, not far from the spot where Nia’s Mother Tree was planted and thriving. Wyeth and I were the only two who made their way there by conventional means. Rosa had opened a portal for easy transport of Helios guards, all the food and, of course, the picnickers. The King, Queen, and Nia naturally flew. It was a wonderful event, and good food and wine flowed freely, sending many to seek a brief nap in the afternoon shade. 
 
   I slipped away quietly and made my way through the forest to a spot along the river. Insects and small birds hummed incessantly, and the staccato barking of squirrels in the trees showed me a forest bursting with life and vitality. At one spot in the old trail I was following, I spotted deer pellets, and I paused a little ways further down to examine some fox tracks in the fresh mud. Arriving at my destination, I was surprised and gratified to see the grave already grown over with fragrant wildflowers. I sat down gently amidst them and just let my mind wander a bit, gazing out over the burbling stream a short distance below.
 
   “A peaceful and beautiful spot, to be sure,” a voice said calmly, and I looked over with just a mild start to see the Earth Mother sitting next to me. She looked exactly like she did the last time I saw her, a stocky, dark-skinned woman in a hand-woven long green dress. The flowers intertwined into her hairpiece were still fragrant and beautiful.
 
   “Hello, Earth Mother,” I sighed, part of me resenting the intrusion, but another part humbled to be in her presence. She did not acknowledge my greeting, and we continued to sit there in companionable silence for a few more minutes. Finally, when I could stand it no longer, I blurted out, “What? Are you here to mourn my friend as I am? Explain to me what the hell kind of creature I am now? Give me another assignment to further your master plan? Or chastise me for doing such a poor job mentoring Daphne?”
 
   “What is there to mourn, young Druid? Your Jag’uri friend gave her life so that you might live, and she has no regrets. Her spirit is at true peace and waiting for the day when she will be reborn again. Life is amazingly simple; it is humans and elves who make it complicated.
 
   As far as the kind of creature you are?” she breathed out in exasperation. “Well, Ryliss, you are an anomaly…a mistake…an abomination…a freak of nature, if you will. But, of course, I mean that in the nicest possible way.”
 
   I winced. “Those are the same words you used to describe Daphne when we first met.”
 
   “You are correct, and you two are more alike than you imagine. The only difference is Daphne was born as she is and you were created.”
 
   “So this new class of Druid…”
 
   The being next to me nodded animatedly. “…is an experiment, as well.”
 
   “To what end, Earth Mother?”
 
   “Ryliss, I have to admit I find the human world fascinating. By the term ‘human,’ unfortunately, I am lumping elves, dwarves, and the other humanoid races into the same pot. But you humans are a dangerous breed if left unchecked, and next to me, you are the most destructive force on the planet. Always clear-cutting forests, slaughtering animals, polluting the air with your incessant fire-making, and you don’t even have the decency to control your populations when you over-breed. Humans could learn a lot from lemmings, you know. 
 
   “As entertaining as this has all been, as I told you before, I have wiped the slate clean on this planet many times, and I will do it again at some point. Cockroaches, especially, have been making a strong case for sentience when this experiment has run its course, and I am tempted to give them a shot. But until that day, I will work with the experiment I have. It occurs to me that the old model of Druid, you know…the solitary hermit living alone in the woods that everyone makes fun of because he talks to pigeons…is outdated. I wish to try something different.”
 
   “So that’s where Daffi and I come in?”
 
   “Yes and there will be others, as well. Instead of hiding away in the deep forests, I want my new class of Druids to engage humankind more openly. Show them the error of their ways, yes, but do so as partners to some of the more enlightened rulers. In other words, work the system from within. You always wanted to travel and see the world, Ryliss; I am giving you that opportunity. Each of you will have unique talents. You already know most of Daffi’s, and yours are extreme intelligence and the draco-cat manifestation, which you will be able to control someday.
 
   “As for my master plan? There is none.” She tittered in her high-pitched voice. “You are conversing with a being who is responsible for naked mole rats, poodle moths, goblin sharks, and the platypus; do you really believe there is a master plan? No, young Druid, life is a grand experiment, an adventure; and even I do not know where it ultimately leads. Your employer, Rosa, likes to believe she is this world’s preeminent scientist, and as far as bipeds go, she may be right. But compared to me, she is not even worthy of mention. I have a billion or more experiments running at any given time. Some succeed and some are dismal failures; such is the way of these things. I trust you. Your assignment is to go out into the world and do what you think is right.”
 
   The Earth Mother smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “Oh, yes, the last item on your list of questions. I have no complaints about your mentorship of Daphne. What she required was not a chastity monitor as you presumed. Rather, what she needed was someone to show her that she was capable and destined for something bigger than just the life of a simple forest nymph. You held her up to a higher level of expectation and treated her like an equal. You and your friends broke her out of the mental cage she had put herself in and taught her to care. You should have seen how she stood up to Alex in his own throne room when it was suggested that she be left behind! The old Daphne would have folded and cowered just walking in the door. So, job well-done, my young Druid. Now I perceive that I have kept you too long from your friends, and they will be worried. We will talk again someday…”
 
   Suddenly, she was gone and a small speckled deer was standing there calmly munching on some grasses. The doe looked at me quizzically as if trying to determine why I was sitting here alone in the forest; after a few seconds, she flicked her ears dismissively and wandered off into the trees and disappeared. I spent a few more minutes in silence at Naurakka’s grave, then walked in a half-daze back to the picnic grounds.
 
   Half an hour later found me sitting on a broad, horizontal oak branch thirty feet above the picnic grounds. I had a wooden cup of sweet lemon juice and water in my hands and I was watching with interest the small games, storytelling and general goofing off occurring below.
 
   “Mind if we join you?” Rosa said, plopping down next to me. I saw a very satisfied and sleepy Nia sitting balanced on the enchanter’s shoulder. “Well, it does look like everyone is having a good time. Nia here has hit the dessert table at least four times; staff had to go back to Sky Raven to get more ice cream.”
 
   “Hey, I was hungry after yesterday!” the pixie complained, stifling a burp and a yawn at the same time.
 
   “Yesterday?”
 
   Rosa smiled. “You’ll be pleased to know that Alex, Maya, Nia, the twins, Kerrik, Hons, and a bunch of graduating students paid a visit to Wizard Verledn and his castle at dawn yesterday. It appears that when he lost that demon mage, Lebahn, Verledn lost most of his magic, as well. Let’s just say the wizards he held as slaves have been released and the castle destroyed, ground down to pea-sized gravel. And Wizard Verledn was sent to an early rendezvous with whatever entity he sold his soul to…good riddance!”
 
   “Lebahn told me that Verledn was just a figurehead; the real power being his ‘mistress,’ whoever that is.”
 
   “We have some ideas,” the enchanter said absently and dropped the subject.
 
   “So what’s my next assignment, Rosa?” 
 
   “Oh, there’s no hurry about that, Ryliss. I think it would be good if you stuck around for a few months this time. I’m hoping Alex’s parents will show up for one of their visits and perhaps can tell us something about this new ability of yours. You haven’t been able to recreate it so far, have you?”
 
   “No, I’m back to changing into a standard Jag’uri. Perhaps it only occurs when I’m under extreme stress.”
 
   The old elf shrugged. “And the scales?”
 
   “The same…fine ones running from the nape of my neck down my back to my tailbone, but at least they don’t seem to be spreading.”
 
   Rosa smiled and gave me a gentle side hug. “We’ll get to the bottom of this; in the meantime, you still have Donatello detail!”
 
   “At least he isn’t afraid of Dawn and Dusk anymore.”
 
   “Afraid?” Rosa chuckled. “The little bacon addict…they are spoiling him rotten. They won’t let him out of their sight; they’ve even begged off most of their handmaiden duties so that one of them is always close by to guard him. Personally, I think him living at Sky Raven is a splendid thing. Being raised among humans will make him less standoffish when he is an adult; it’s certainly been good for the twins.”
 
   “Someday, when he’s older, we will have to go back to Anorthosite Hold to visit; the library there is amazing.” 
 
   I saw Rosa’s eyes light up in anticipation as she stretched and got to her feet. “Well, I’ve enjoyed the chat, my dear research assistant, but I think it’s time we got down from this uncomfortable tree. Besides, I hear Nia’s stomach growling again.”
 
   I followed them down and grabbed some food of my own. Walking around with my plate, I wandered over to where we had left Somnus and Kaima. A young groom in gray and red wizard robes was standing on a rock alongside the mare, brushing her vigorously with a curry comb. The way the big horse was arching her neck, she was apparently enjoying the attention immensely. Coming around to where I could see his face, I was startled to see it wasn’t a he at all!
 
   “Andea?” I blurted out, dropping my plate. I hadn’t seen the seer since the battle, not for lack of trying, but she seemed to spend most of her time at Xarparion rather than Sky Raven. And she never seemed to be around when I called on her. She jumped down off the rock and guiltily dropped the currycomb to face me. Her eyes were still opaque but from the manner in which she moved, it almost seemed as if she could see me. She was surprised, however, when I took her into my arms for a hug. She was stiff at first but then she seemed to melt, and I could feel warm tears running down my shoulder.
 
   “Ryliss…you don’t hate me?”
 
   “What? How could I ever hate you?” I asked, still holding her, my face in her hair.
 
   “You know…the way things turned out. I am so sorry about Naurakka!”
 
   “Andi, it wasn’t your fault and I would never hold that against you…now, let me look at you.” I said, holding her at arm’s length. She stood back and smiled, attempting to wipe the tears from her face with her fingers. “You look beautiful! The food at Xarparion is doing wonders for you; you’re losing the hollow, gaunt appearance.” I watched as her eyes tracked me as I moved back and forth. “Andi, can you see me?”
 
   “Yes…well, sort of. My real eyes were too far gone for Alera to do anything, but Rosa made me this bracelet.” The young girl held it up shyly for me to see. “It’s magic, and it mimics the mage vision that King Alex has. Not as good, of course, I can’t see colors or through walls or anything, but it’s almost like having my own sight back!”
 
   “So was Rosa able to determine if seers are mages or not?”
 
   “Ahuh. She says we are mages, after all; just very different and low-powered compared to normal mages. I would never have enough magic to cast a fireball, for example. In fact, it takes all the magic I create naturally just to power my bracelet.”
 
   “So what does that mean? You’re not going to be a seer anymore?”
 
   “Oh, no, I can only wear the bracelet for twelve hours a day or so or I get a bad headache. When I take it off, my seer powers come back right away. I actually kind of like it. When I wear it at school, I don’t have to worry about my visions interrupting my studies. Besides, it’s like my visions store up when I have it on, so I’m getting more of them at night now. I don’t feel like I’m missing anything.”
 
   “And how are Kerrik and Daffi getting along?”
 
   “Really good! Kerrik is enrolled in classes, even though he’s like the oldest first-year student ever. It helps that King Alex comes to Xarparion and has lunch with him some days, being known as a friend of the King cuts down on the hazing and ridicule about his age. I am very grateful that you brought us here, Ryliss.”
 
   “And Daffi?” 
 
   “There’s a big, beautiful laurel tree in the formal gardens at Xarparion. Headmaster Hons said it was hers to use for as long as she wanted.”
 
   “But I thought her heart was set on finding one in this quiet forest.”
 
   Andi tilted her head, grinning. “That was the ‘old Daffi,’” she chuckled, “the ‘new’ Daffi has decided she likes being around people too much. The Headmaster even has her teaching some classes. I’ve got her for Understanding Magical Creatures 101, and it’s a lot of fun; the other students adore her too.”
 
   “So how is it going to school now?”
 
   “Ryliss, I love it here. As you can see by the robe, they put me in with the healers. I’m making new friends and learning things I never imagined,” she gushed happily.
 
   “Is horse grooming one of them?” I snickered, nodding at Kaima.
 
   “Naw, I already knew how to do that, if you remember. It’s just something I really enjoy and it’s good exercise. Wyeth told me I can work on these two anytime I want.”
 
   “Oh, it’s Wyeth now, is it? Not Wizard Parker?” I teased.
 
   Andi nodded a little and grinned mischievously. “He’s someone special, Ryliss. But I’m pretty sure you’ll come to realize that on or about your second or third date.” 
 
   “Second or third date?” I whispered almost to myself.
 
   “Hey, you didn’t hear it from me,” she cackled and, picking up the currycomb, she jumped up on the rock and went briskly back to work.
 
   I was halfway back to the food table when I heard a familiar whirl of wings, and a warm silky presence wrapped itself around my neck and sighed contentedly. Donatello had put on a few pounds since that first day, most of it bacon fat I was sure, but he still wasn’t heavy by any means. With my arms under the bulk of his body for support, he relaxed even more and was soon snoring quietly as I walked along. The poor little guy was worn out from all the activity.
 
   “So that’s where he got off to,” Dawn whispered, coming up alongside me. 
 
   “I don’t think you have to whisper. He’s pretty out of it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you would know best, Mommy!” she snickered. 
 
   “Better a mommy than a cradle robber,” I shot back, grinning evilly. The dragon girl blushed profusely and dropped back a few paces.
 
   Eventually, I found Alex, Maya, Rosa, and Nia all loitering near the food table looking concerned. “What’s going on? Did we run out of strudel or something?” I asked.
 
   Maya looked up with worry in her emerald eyes. “No, today is the day Belle wants to show off the horsemanship skills that the boys have been teaching her. It’s just…well, I’m her mother and I don’t want to see her get hurt.” 
 
   Staff began moving people aside in the large field area, creating an open space and looking diligently for gopher or marmot holes in the dirt. Finding none, they bowed and gave the all-clear sign to the Royals. 
 
   Almost immediately, Wyeth appeared, moving through the small crowd of onlookers, leading a beautiful, small, long-haired pony that looked familiar. Belle marched alongside in a new riding outfit, looking adorably cute. The pony had a tiny leather saddle and seemed to be going out of its way to appear as docile as possible.
 
   With practiced ease, the fire wizard reached down and lifted the little girl up onto the saddle, handing her the reins with a low bow and a flourish. Belle was beaming brightly, and she turned slightly in the saddle to look back proudly at her parents. 
 
   Alex had his arm tightly around his wife, and Maya seemed preoccupied with using hand signals to try and move Alera up and as close to the action as possible. The beautiful healer was wearing her usual robes, but at least her hair was down but still elegantly arranged for the social occasion.
 
   With a cluck–cluck sound and a slight amount of heel, the horse and rider took off at a brisk walk doing a full revolution around the impromptu paddock area. The onlookers applauded politely, and Belle seemed to be having a great time. Next, she urged her steed up to a trot, and the crowd oohed and awed appropriately. Alex and Maya appeared to be holding their breath throughout the entire affair as both horse and rider moved fluidly through the course.
 
   After another revolution, Belle grinned and waved at her instructor and her parents as she urged the pony into a full cantor, almost a gallop. The crowd’s murmuring of admiration at their Princess’ skill grew even louder.
 
   Suddenly, I felt Donatello shift positions and saw his serpent head come up and focus on the subject of the entire ruckus. Belle had just finished the cantor lap and booted her steed into a full gallop when the dragon slid off me, taking wing with a teapot-like hiss. For a second, I lost track of him, but then a flash of gold wing caught my eye and I saw him cruising nearby at ground level. There was a bloodcurdling scream as he darted under Alera’s robes…and never came out! But suddenly the healer was astride a medium-sized zebra that immediately tore off in hot pursuit of Belle and her pony. 
 
   I wasn’t even sure if Alera knew how to ride a horse; at the moment it didn’t appear so, the way she was flopping around on the back of her steed, barely holding on. Belle’s pony, for her part, could see the approaching disaster coming and increased her speed. None of that seemed to matter to the stricken parents as they watched helplessly as the grand race unfolded in front of their eyes. The equines thundered around the improvised race course, throwing up divots with wild abandon.
 
   Belle seemed to be fully up to the challenge and was having the time of her life. Her face was flushed with excitement, and her long silver curls flared out behind her. Finally, at the end of the third lap, Wyeth threw caution to the wind and dodged bravely out into the fray to direct the black pony to the sidelines. Deftly snatching Belle off the back of the mount as it passed by, he delivered her to her parents’ thankful waiting arms a few steps later.
 
   Alera wasn’t quite so lucky. Donatello, noting the hurried exit of the competition, decided that he had won the race and another victory lap was in order! Still screaming shrilly, Alera had no reins or saddle to utilize and so was entirely at the mercy of the precocious little beast. Finally, he pulled up short in the middle of the track and with a self-satisfied hiss, changed back into his dragon form. He snorted as if to say we were all no fun. A few seconds later, something else caught his eye and he flew off, with Dawn and Dusk, still in human form, chasing frantically after him on foot.
 
   When her mount disappeared, Alera was dumped unceremoniously onto her trim posterior in the dirt. I watched as she boiled up off the ground in an uncharacteristically fighting-mad mood and stormed back to the general area where we were all standing. Her heated gaze flowed like molten lava over the assembled group until she located me.
 
   “You!” she thundered and stabbed a pointy finger in my direction. “Your dragon!...I…well!…you need to teach him some manners!” But they say deeds speak louder than words, and she marched over to a startled Darroth and relieved him of his fresh tankard of dwarven ale. Tilting it back, she let the entire contents slide down her throat, much to the delight of the crowd who were cheering her on, prompting her by stomping their feet and hooting loudly.
 
   When the last drop had passed her lips, she brought the tankard down and handed it to the astonished master smith. She wiped her chin on her sleeve and, with both a sheepish grin and an impressive burp, plowed through the shocked crowd and disappeared, still in a huff.
 
   Oh yeah…things were about to get interesting at Sky Raven! 


 
   
  
 

Epilog
 
   Ryliss
 
   Late one night a few weeks after the picnic at Dashern Lake, I sat silently in my quarters pondering the next entry I would make in my report about the past few months. Rosa seemed to think it was necessary, both for the archives of Sky Raven and for my personal healing process, as well. 
 
   The glow orb that I wrote by was failing miserably and starting to cast dark shadows across my desk, making it difficult to concentrate on my writing. I didn’t even have Donatello to blame for my mind’s wanderings. The young dragon was becoming increasingly comfortable with life here at Sky Raven; of course, the bacon might have something to do with that. 
 
   When he had first been given over to my charge, he wanted to be near me at all times, even sleeping in an old burlap shoulder bag hung from the banister of my bed at night. But recently, he had been spreading himself around more and more and was becoming quite the dragon-about-town. Sometimes he spent the night with Dawn and Dusk, sometimes Princess Belle. Strangely enough, he and Alera had patched up their differences and more often than not, he could be found in her quarters. It was like he had found a true kindred spirit in the healer.
 
   I had asked Dawn about his behavior, and she shook her head in wonder. “I don’t know what to tell you Ryliss, Dusk and I can barely remember ourselves at that age. All I can recall was being hungry all the time, running purely on instinct to hunt and eat. We probably didn’t become self-aware until we were at least five. But Donatello is different; he’s curious, he plans, he knows who he likes and who he doesn’t. I think he’ll be talking soon.” I smiled to myself thinking about the mischievous little future king.
 
   My reverie was interrupted by a light tapping on my door. Why would anyone be stopping by so late? Opening it revealed Maya standing there in her full suit of armor, her helm under her arm.
 
   “My Queen!” I stuttered, immediately going to one knee. “Are we attacked?”
 
   “No, Sister,” she said pulling me easily to my feet with her free hand. “I saw your light on and I wondered why you were still awake?”
 
   “Just completing the chronicles of my latest disaster, I’m afraid,” I said ruefully, backing up into the room to allow her entry. She closed the door behind her quietly and walked over to my table, glancing at my writings, then she looked up at me.
 
   “Ryliss, I am deeply sorry for the loss of Naurakka. But never, ever think that you or your mission was anything but a shining triumph. All of Sky Raven is in awe of what you accomplished.”
 
   “I don’t see…” Maya silenced me with a regal look. Placing her helm on the floor next to my table, she pushed back her silver curls and held up fingers of her gauntleted hand.
 
   “One, you brought us Andea, an amazing new resource, a seer! Two, you rescued the future king of the dragons! Three, you saved the lives of Dusk and Dawn, who are not only my daughters but are also two of Sky Raven’s strongest defenders. Four, you stopped the Wizard Verledn who was probably the great evil’s next rising star to replace the Lifebane! All told, not a bad few month’s work.”
 
   “I had a lot of help, my Queen.”
 
   “Of course you did, as did Alex and I fighting the Duke.” She sighed expressively, collecting her thoughts. “Life is not like one of those adventure books that my husband still likes to read. You know, where the lone hero rides out to face certain death for the sake of honor. No, Ryliss, the more imposing hero is one who can encourage those around her to become greater than the sum of their individual efforts.”
 
   “Like the warrior queens of old that our sonnets portray? Our warriors each worth twenty or more of any foe, with their only wish being to die gloriously at her feet?”
 
   Maya smiled bashfully. “Well, perhaps; but I was thinking a bit more of leading by example and a little less star-struck sacrifice. But you have the concept. At any rate, your contributions have been gratefully noted, dear sister.”
 
   I turned away so she couldn’t see the blush forming on my cheeks and tried to change the subject. “You still haven’t told me why you are out and about so late?”
 
   The Queen growled slightly, a look of frustration and annoyance crossing her beautiful face. “It’s Alex; he’s been acting strange these past few days.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “He seems preoccupied and evasive, and he hardly touched his dinner this evening. He claims he was going to spend time with Darroth this evening, but they aren’t at the forge, the dwarf bar, or Darroth’s quarters.”
 
   “Did you ask Nia, Winya, or Rosa? They always seem to know what is going on with the King,” I chuckled.
 
   “Well, that’s the suspicious part. Nia clammed up, looked excessively guilty, and disappeared when I asked. Rosa says that all she’s getting from him is measurements and grocery lists. And my dear, sweet Winya claims that there are certain things that ‘good swords’ just will not do, and spying on my husband is one of those things. Funny, she’s never passed up the chance to ogle him otherwise! He’s definitely up to something, and I aim to find out what it is!”
 
   “My Queen, all anyone has to do is watch Alex when you walk into the room. His face lights up and you can almost feel the sense of bliss streaming off him. I’m sure whatever secrecy the King is employing is totally harmless.”
 
   “I know it’s not another woman and I’m being foolish, but I need to get this cleared up or the Jag’uri in me will never let it rest. Please, Ryliss, come with me?”
 
   “Of course, but I thought you didn’t know where he is?”
 
   “Win says she won’t spy on his thoughts for me, but I don’t think she will disobey a direct order to tell me his location.” Maya paused for a few moments, and then whispered, “She says he’s in the dragon grotto where Dawn and Dusk took their long sleep.”
 
   “I thought the twins abandoned that site to find a new one? They said something about it not being up to respectable dragon standards…now that everyone knows about it.”
 
   “They did, and as far as I know, there isn’t any good reason for anyone to be up there!” Maya’s eyes flashed dangerously.
 
   Hurriedly grabbing a coat, I followed her out the door, and a couple minutes later we reached the main courtyard.
 
   “It will take too long to walk,” the Queen grumbled, putting her helm back on. “Ryliss, would you mind?”
 
   I shook my head but still nearly gasped as Maya’s wings extended and, wrapping an arm around me, she launched us into the night air. It was a little strange to actually be flying as a dark elf for a change, but still exhilarating none-the-less. The Queen was on a mission, so there was very little time for sightseeing as we landed lightly on the steps outside the passageway to the cave. She retracted her owl wings and we continued forward, finally reaching the door. Gently she placed her helmeted head against the wooden bound portal.
 
   “I hear voices,” Maya whispered. “Are you ready? It’s time to make our entrance to this little elicit soirée!”
 
   I nodded. The Queen whipped the door open and we charged through. The first thing I noticed was walking into a wall of amazing food smells, and the scene before us was not what either of us expected. A very surprised Alex was standing near a new wood stove chopping vegetables; numerous pots and pans were simmering or boiling merrily on its surface. Nia was flittering back and forth, either stirring the pots or occasionally dipping into some spice bowls and seasonings.
 
   In the middle of the room seated around a small table sat Wyeth, Jaython, and the old shaman/fire wizard Mingt, huge plates of steaming food in front of them. They had forks halfway to their mouths but froze in confusion when we made our grand entrance. Farther back in the room, at another table playing cards were Darroth, Hons, Higs, Kerrik, and even Qleyse. The dwarf had apparently hauled up a keg of ale that was being generously tapped by the card players as the mugs were being tilted frequently. The card players, too, went stock still in shock at our appearance.
 
   “It’s a cave of men!” Maya exclaimed flabbergasted, ripping off her helm.
 
   “A man cave!” I agreed, equally puzzled at the concept.
 
   “Maya?” Alex said, dropping his cooking utensils in a bowl and rushing over. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “No, Alex, what are you doing here?” she challenged, looking him directly in the eyes.
 
   “Ummm, cooking?” he ventured sheepishly. “Are you two hungry?”
 
   “Count me in!” I piped up, my mouth watering from the delectable odors. 
 
   Maya shot me a look that said I wasn’t helping the situation at all, and then reoriented on her husband. “What is this all about?”
 
   The King wiped his hands on a towel he had draped over his robed shoulder and tilted his head with a shy smile. “Well, it’s all Nia’s fault, really…”
 
   “Hey!” the pixie protested from across the room. Alex continued, “We were talking about the old days back at the Enchanter Hall, all the food we cooked, and how much fun we had doing it…and we decided we missed it. So we thought we would find a place where we could make food occasionally when we felt like it.”
 
   “And what exactly is wrong with the keep’s kitchen?” the Queen asked archly.
 
   “Well, nothing exactly…except for the kitchen staff who are always trying to help, or making suggestions, or cleaning up after us. It almost feels like I am intruding in their territory.”
 
   “Ahuh. That still doesn’t explain all of this and the boys being here.”
 
   “Well, to do it right, I needed Hons to cut through the rock for better ventilation, and of course Darroth volunteered to build the stove and the furniture. Then I needed Qleyse to order the food and well…one thing led to another…”
 
   By this time, I had grabbed a warm plate and cut myself an enormous slice of chicken pie loaded with peas and carrots, dressing with gravy, then added several fresh-baked honey biscuits that Nia served expertly. Squeezing in gratefully between a grinning Jaython and Wyeth, I dug in. This was really good! But I still kept an ear on the Royals’ conversation.
 
   “So when were you going to tell me about all this, Magic Boy?” Maya, finally mollified, purred and leaned into him.
 
   “Well, tonight was just a trial run. We were going to have a real party next week with everyone invited. But I kind of thought you and I might have our own party here some night before that,” he said, enveloping his wife in his arms and kissing her softly, and again, and again…
 
   I fought down another unseemly blush and decided I had done enough eavesdropping. I grinned at Wyeth and was about to start some meaningless small talk when the door crashed open.
 
   “A-hah!” Rosa bellowed, storming into the room. “Alex, you finally let your guard down, and I caught you! Now…where’s my plate?” 
 
   I snickered and my eyes returned to my own food just in time to catch Wyeth snitching a sweet bun from my plate. A three-inch Jag’uri claw pinned the purloined pastry to the tabletop, and a raised eyebrow blithely informed the handsome fire wizard not to get between a Jag’uri and the object of her desire.
 
   It was good to be home.
 
   THE END
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