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    Excerpt from Return to Sky Raven: Book Five of the Enchanters 
 
    of Xarparion
  
 
    “Alera, you need to eat and sleep.” 
 
    I could see fear and revulsion in her eyes. “I don’t think I can, Alex. Blood and gore I’m trained to handle, but these undead are just so wrong! Such a perversion of life; they make me soul sick just looking at them…I don’t understand how you enchanters can handle seeing what you’ve seen without going crazy.” She was right in a way, we were the only ones who didn’t seem to be overly affected by the sight of the undead. Facing them just made me mad, not really scared. Oh well, something to ponder when life wasn’t so crazy. 
 
    I crouched down, looked her in the eyes and told her, “Things will get better.” Then I placed my hand on her shoulder and placed the enchantment to make her sleep, catching her easily as she slumped over. I got up and gently straightened her out on the cot. Nia dragged a blanket over from somewhere and helped me tuck the exhausted healer in, brushing the hair off her face. Looking down at her childlike sleeping form, I felt a wave of affection for her, not in the physical attraction sense, but more just knowing what a good, kind, and caring person she was, someone who will always be there for others. I was honored to call her a friend. 
 
    Nia flittered up to my shoulder and watched her for a moment as well, picking up on my thoughts as she simply commented, “Heart of a paladin.” I agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Heart of a Paladin 
 
    Prologue 
 
    The deep, dank smell of the sea and a fast-rising mist, slyly invited by the rising tide, settled over the shadowy cobblestone back street in the ancient island capital of Conovae. Rundown, three-level tenement housing crouched over both sides of the narrow street like dark, hungry cats guarding a mouse hole. The nearest oil lantern stanchion pole was more than a hundred paces away, its feeble light stretching less than half that distance. Its twin, which should have filled in the farthest back section of the street’s illumination, had mysteriously disappeared the night before, and the city guard was officially blaming drunken hooligans for the theft. 
 
    This back alley thoroughfare that linked two competing blocks of cheap rum palaces was abnormally quiet even for this late hour. Unusual sightings that day of flame wyverns in the sky over the harbor had encouraged prudent ships’ captains to order their sailors to remain onboard rather than visit the fleshpots and dives that the old city had to offer. The merchants adversely affected would be in a sour mood the next morning to be sure. 
 
    A mangy slum rat hopped and bounced merrily along the gutter, not seeming to mind the quiet surroundings for a change. Slowly, the mist began to deepen to true gloom, and the heavy air almost seemed to hold its breath in baited anticipation. 
 
    The silence was quickly broken by not one, but two sounds. The first, city guard whistles began sounding excitedly in the distance. They started with ones and twos but in a few short breaths reached a panicked crescendo involving thirty or more. Most of the noise came from the general direction of the fortified royal mansion a dozen short blocks away, but here and there, others were making their presence and displeasure known from nearer positions. 
 
    The second sound was a low grinding affair, followed by a quantity of gossamer vapor tendrils puffing up and dispersing lazily as the metal grate cover of the gutter popped up. A dark, slim hand and arm reached up from the man-made underworld to gently convey it to the brick pavers without a harsh clang or even a hint of one. 
 
    Abruptly, a shaded figure poured out of the void, knees-to-chest, crouched low in predatory alertness. Seemingly satisfied with its surroundings, the wraith hauled up out of the passage a large leather saddlebag that sagged heavily, and then silently replaced the iron grating. Heaving the bridge of the double bag over its shoulder, the phantom straightened up just in time. 
 
    Three guards, one of whom was carrying a battered oil lantern, swept around the corner of the nearest building not thirty feet away. For the briefest of seconds they paused, frozen as if barely able to recognize what it was they were seeing. 
 
    Now slightly more illuminated, the dark figure was clearly female, covered completely save for her eyes in a variegated black skin-tight suit. Even the heavy bags draped over her shoulder failed to hide the controlled grace of her movements. Shaking off his surprise, one of the guards armed with a heavy arbalest took aim and fired. The shaft flew true, but at the last second she twisted one of the bags to intercept the bolt, and it punched a small ragged hole but did not sink deeply, striking something alternately hard and soft inside. 
 
    With an annoyed shake of her head, the punctured bag still slung over her shoulder, the mistress of the underworld sunk down and spun sharply on her heels. The practiced motion completed a revolution that added impetus to the two ebony spikes that she released in a snapping motion from a single hand. Both sailed forth true and found their targets. Each barely grazed the guard’s chest plate cuirasses, but effortlessly spread the links of the cheap ringmail which protected their shoulder muscles and pierced them deeply. Crossbows clattered to the cobblestones, and both guards screamed out a curse, pawing frantically at the alkaloid-coated blades now buried to the hilt in their upper arms. 
 
    The officer holding the lamp set it down carefully on the street surface and began drawing his sword, his legs tensing to charge. The phantom merely shrugged unconcerned and turned her back to him, walking jauntily away with a rather exaggerated sway of her lithe hips.  
 
    Sword extended and growling a ragged curse at her impertinence, the officer began to give chase. He made it barely two steps before a pair of leathery wings fluttered down from above and deposited a rather annoyed wyvern in the alley directly before him. Not quite a dragon, but still ten feet of angry, hissing reptile, its tail lashed back and forth in agitation. Scaled lips peeled back revealing three-inch long rows of back curled teeth that snapped menacingly in the officer’s face. 
 
    No coward, but no fool either, he stopped short. Throwing down his sword, he backpedaled swiftly to where his two companions knelt shakily, each holding one hand over their bleeding wounds, with the other grasping their backup dirks defensively. Grabbing the lantern in haste, he jostled it nervously, causing the floating wick inside to flicker and dim ominously almost going out. 
 
    Muttering fearfully he held it up to his face and attempted to calm the shaking of his hands. No longer in danger of drowning in its own oil, the lantern gamely flared back up and illuminated the street. To the trooper’s relief and consternation, the wyvern no longer faced them. Fearful eyes scanned the rooftops of the adjacent buildings expecting it to drop down on their heads, but it was gone, vanished like a puff of smoke as had the mystery woman. 
 
    Edging forward warily, the officer approached the spot where he had seen the crossbow bolt strike her, hoping for perhaps a blood trail to follow. There in the gutter was the bolt, shattered into three sections, but clear of any blood. He was about to turn away and see to his men when a glimmer of red did catch his eye. 
 
    Kneeling down he bent to examine it, he moved the light closer. It sparkled like starlight. It was a flawless ruby, a gem the size of the end of his little finger.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Alera 
 
    Barely getting my sword up in time, the resulting blow rattled the bones all the way from my sore wrist up to my aching shoulder. I didn’t have time to think about the damage, as another raging pillar of solid oak was racing toward my head. I ducked instinctively, but that threw off my balance and speed, just as my fierce-eyed opponent had calculated. A crushing impact struck my right leg, and I couldn’t help but let out a scream that was far more pain than defiance. 
 
    My tormentor backed up and chuckled, taunting me with laughing eyes as dark as pitch. Gritting through the pain, I lunged, the tip of my blade streaking toward her in desperation and, of course, struck only air. I whirled clumsily to locate my adversary for a follow-up attack, but she wasn’t there. A split second of sickening realization penetrated my brain that I had erred yet again, followed by a hard unstoppable object which hit me behind the knees and sent me flying. In a brief moment of clarity, I saw my booted feet slowly pass over my head, like a harvest moon dipping toward the horizon. 
 
    Ground crushed beneath me and I hit so hard I think I blacked out for a second. When I could finally open my eyes again, I knew I was flat on my back. My lungs heaved but processed little air, and my sword hand grasped only loose dirt. The metal capped end of a stout quarterstaff entered my field of vision traveling in a delicate figure eight motion then veered down tapping me decisively in the middle of my chest, the death blow. 
 
    “Wow, Alera, Maya was right you really suck at this.” 
 
    I managed to drag myself up on one elbow and glare at the person giving me the unwanted opinion. She was young, ridiculously cute, and had short dark hair that tended to stick out in perfect little spikes. At the moment I hated her guts. She hadn’t even worked up a sweat, nor gotten the least bit dirty during our duel! I bit back a rude reply and then managed a more reasoned but alien approach - humor. 
 
    “Daphne, while I appreciate your willingness to train with me, I could do without the vote of no- confidence from my Queen. It’s bad enough that I’m still living down that zebra incident from last year.” 
 
    “Ha! I was there, remember?” The beaming nymph/pooka cross reached down and helped me to my feet. “Awww, you know Maya didn’t really say that. That was just my interpretation of her reason for asking me to spar with you. You know when you are using a sword against a quarterstaff it is essential that you get inside your opponent's defenses. Out beyond arms reach the staff wins every time.” 
 
    “I know.” I coughed up a knot of straw dust from my lungs and gratefully accepted a ladle of cool water that she handed me from a nearby bucket. “But I seem to have a problem getting close.” 
 
    An odd knowing look crossed Daffi’s face, and she tilted her head slightly looking at me and then muttered, “Truer words were never spoken.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She pointed at a nearby bench under the shade of an expansive ash tree. I was relieved that we were sparring in one of the lesser-used training paddocks in Xarparion instead of someplace likely to attract a nosey crowd of onlookers. Daphne brought the water bucket along for us to share and sat down primly next to me.  
 
    “You do have a problem getting close to people.” 
 
    I choked slightly on a denial that just couldn’t get past my lips. Instead, I mopped the sweat from my brow with the sleeve of my sparring outfit and wheezed, “And you ascertain this, how? I’ve only known you a few months.” 
 
    She smiled brightly and tapped a finger to her head. “Insane pooka powers remember? There are lots of people who desperately want to be your friend, Queen Maya among them, but you just can’t let them in, can you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think pookas were mind readers?” My embarrassment rose. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not. If you want me to tell you how many fingers you are holding up behind your back, I can’t do that at all. But what I can do is list off your subconscious worst fears and what motivates you. That’s the gift that allows us to do our pooka mischief. I can even see the coffee stains on a person’s soul if I look hard enough.” 
 
    “Well, that’s truly fascinating, but I should go,” I said rising stiffly. 
 
     She countered with a feathery light touch on my forearm. “Don’t worry, Alera, yours is probably the most stain free I have ever glimpsed. But you are carrying a crushing load of fear.” 
 
    I blinked and sat back down heavily. “What are you talking about, Daffi? I live and work in the safest place on the planet. The threats of the Kerr are long past, and I have an ancient Nebulia warrior for a personal guardian…what do I have to fear?” 
 
    “Loss,” she said simply. “Some great loss in your past hurt you badly, and you never want to feel that measure of pain again. So you erected this ice queen persona that you encase yourself in like King Alex’s great white suit of armor. Selfless dedication to duty is the sword you bear most effectively.” Daffi frowned and continued. “But emotionally, you’re a paper tiger, Alera, and it’s a dire thing for a spirit as strong as you are. A bad pooka could tear you to shreds in an instant…just saying.” Daphne’s appearance darkened as she dropped to all fours, and coarse black hair sprouted, her face elongated as she let out a lusty goatish bleat. Her training outfit vanished into thin air revealing a farm animal physique. She hadn’t even completed the full transformation before she reversed the process and a few seconds later stood back in her human persona. Fully dressed in clean Earth wizard robes and smelling wonderful, she spun around a few times in youthful exuberance. “Oh, how I love it here! Well, I have a class to teach. It’s been fun, Alera; let me know when you want another sparring session.” The pooka snickered shyly and skipped off.  
 
    I tossed the ladle angrily back into the bucket, and it splashed water all over my feet. Of course…Great! My personal shortcomings were something I brooded over relentlessly so it wasn’t like her words were a major revelation. But to know my friends and even my Queen were aware of and concerned about them was especially painful. Perhaps I need a change? And speaking of change, I desperately needed a hot bath and clothes that didn’t reek of sweat and failure. Thinking of Daffi’s easy transformation, I pondered why the non-humans got all the good perks? I mean, technically, I am one-quarter Nebulia, but it’s not like it helps me fly, fight, or even keep my hair from tangling up. For the most part, it just means I have yet another level of authority to answer to.  
 
    An hour later I was painfully trudging my way up to Sky Raven’s lofty keep. The cobblestone path under my slippers flowed up to the peak like a grey stone river. The warm bath had helped; clean clothes and a trip through the permanent portal had brought me here. The aches and pains from my beating in the sparring yard were still with me like a participation trophy of disappointment. As a healer, of course, it would have been easy for me to eliminate them, but sometimes even a healer has to remember that pain is real and an important part of life’s lessons. 
 
    Preoccupied with my own thoughts, I failed to notice I had acquired a walking companion. “You wouldn’t by chance know where I could find Donatello do you?” The silver dragon, Dusk, huffed as she fell in alongside me in her human form. Today it was her usual late teen persona, long lustrous chestnut hair, silvery eyes, and a luscious figure that invariably drew the rapt attention of most of the male occupants of both the fortress and the wizard school. Dusk was artfully dressed in pure white leggings, a sinfully tight crimson over-shirt, and shiny black boots. Of course, a silver chain belt that glittered like it had been buffed by a legion of obsessive dwarves accented the look. I gritted my teeth when I thought about wearing an outfit like that, only a magical creature could stay looking that good on these dusty streets. 
 
    When we had first occupied this fortress called Sky Raven, a woman dressed like that would have been subjected to raucous catcalls from the human guardsmen. But since then, some pretty significant changes had occurred, Dusk and Dawn were now fully recognized daughters of King Alex and Queen Maya. As Princesses of the realm, they were due respect. The fact that they were actually dragons, and frightening ones at that, certainly didn’t hurt. Another change was there were fewer human guards. Most of the citadel’s guard duty was handled by the Comet’s personal guard force, the beings known as Helios. The third group that was most likely to be manning the walls was Sky Raven’s contingent of dark elves. Primarily women, they were deadly archers, and any foe that happened to wander within two hundred yards of the main walls was sure to feel their sting.  
 
    “Sorry, I haven’t seen his imperial majesty all day,” I said ruefully, as I continued the long trek up to the keep. 
 
    “It’s Dawn again, I just know it!” Dusk stomped her foot. “She’s always taking him fun places, flying with him, trying to ingratiate herself to him. And I end up being the one that has to remind him to eat his vegetables, scrape his incisors, and take a bath. It’s not fair!” 
 
    I nodded in what I hoped was a sympathetic manner. “I’m on my way up to have dinner with the Royals, will you be coming?” 
 
    Dusk shook her head in disgust. “No way, I heard it was some kind of dark elf specialty, tree snake wrapped in grape leaf or something equally disgusting. I’ll pass and pick up something at the chow hall with Donalt; they always have bacon.” She smiled mischievously. “Then perhaps we’ll cuddle up in front of an unlit fireplace filled with some fresh decorative ice chunks, open a bottle of good wine…and…  
 
    “Well, have a wonderful night then, my Princess,” I interrupted, blushing and bowing formally.  
 
    “You as well, Alera.” The silver dragon chortled distractedly and veered off in another direction. I was once again left alone to ponder my existence as I traveled the last few hundred feet. Taking a deep breath, I savored the cool mountain air. Life was good here; I had my friends, my students, a responsibility to Alex and Maya that I enjoyed. I really felt as if I belonged here…still there was something missing that I couldn’t put my finger on. Was I bored? Needing a man in my life? I couldn’t tell you. 
 
    A few minutes later, I politely slipped through the door into the side room off the main gallery where the two Comets took family meals. Alex and Maya were already inside, the king wearing a simple white Enchanters’ robe and his beautiful wife, wrapped leggings and an emerald green top that matched her large eyes. Their daughter, the Crown Princess Belle, was virtually a smaller mirror image of her mother. She perched on one of the cushioned chairs and conspired with Nia, the pixie, no doubt on a subject of enormous gravity, at least to an eight-year-old.  
 
    “Alera!” Alex cried out jovially, jumping up to pull out a chair for me. “We’re so glad you could make it.” 
 
    I looked over the empty chairs at the rest of the table and winced slightly. Servers started to bring out baskets of bread and filled wine and water glasses. As he was sliding in my chair, Alex leaned over and whispered quietly in my ear, “You’re either very brave or the only one who didn’t get the warning about the dinner entrée.” 
 
    At that point, one of the female Helios attendants snapped to attention, set down her tray and rushed over to the door, pulling it open just in time to admit Rosa, Dawn, and Donatello. The young Auric was growing rapidly day-by day and now found it more convenient to walk than flit around like he had when he first came to live at Sky Raven several months earlier. Donnie’s main body was now about the size of a large dog or wolf, but with his long majestic neck, burnished golden wings, and serpent tail, he couldn’t be mistaken for anything but a most regal dragon. Despite having no human body parts, he marched in and made a special point of performing a bow to Alex and Maya that would have put the most foppish human courtiers to shame. 
 
    I have noticed that since Donatello began to talk, the relationship between King Alex and Donatello has been slightly awkward. Neither seems to know quite what to make of each other. The young Comet, still coming to terms with ruling his own kingdom, and the infant dragon, made Auric far ahead of his time. It should be noted that he showed no such hesitation with regard to Queen Maya or any other female. In fact, he seemed to delight in playing the charm card at every opportunity.  
 
    “Queen Maya, you are looking beyond enchanting as always,” he intoned fluidly, quickly switching his attention to me. “And, Alera, mon chéri, the sun sets every evening in wretched shame that it can no longer compete with your beauty.” I tried as always to place the strange accent that Donatello affected, which seemed to resonate musically through his long aristocratic snout. Ryliss once claimed it was similar to the native speech of the Rindeaux region of Elcance, but I had no way of proving her assertion. 
 
    I gave him a small, embarrassed bow and attempted to start some conversation of my own. “It appears you three are just in time to join us for dinner.” I watched as Donnie’s eyes slid up to Dawn’s human face, and she responded with a barely perceptible grimace and a shake of her head. He cleared his throat and turned back to us smiling warmly. 
 
    “Alas, I am afraid Mademoiselle Dawn and I have a previous engagement; however, first we have come with Primus Rosa to discuss a subject of great importance to all of our subjects. May we beg a few moments of your time?” Alex and Maya both rose from their chairs, with the Queen whispering something into the ear of one of the staff. With a nod, the golden-hued woman disappeared into the hall back toward the kitchens. 
 
    “Very well, Auric.” Alex nodded and took the Queen’s hand in his own. “Shall we retire to the side chairs?” A few seconds later, everyone but Belle and Nia were seated comfortably around the fireplace at the end of the dining room. Donnie seized a spot on the hearthstones perilously close to the flames while Dawn picked a chair farthest away. The rest of us scattered around as best we could but, of course, the King and Queen sat side by side. Judging by the King’s face, I would have to say that he was already getting a briefing from Rosa about the gist of the meeting. Maya was probably also following along through her link with Winya. 
 
    “Cauldrinatus, King Alex, is the reason for our rude interruption of your evening meal,” Donatello intoned gravely as he accepted a bottle of wine from the server that was passing out beverages. Grasping it gently in his front claws, he took a healthy draught and smacked his lips appreciatively, a glint of boyishness seeping into his features, before they hardened once again. ‘It must be recovered immediately and destroyed; it is an abomination.” 
 
    “Cauldrinatus,” Maya repeated with a frown, and then glanced over at Rosa. “Rosa could you…?” 
 
    The tall green elf in her standard white Enchanters robes took a healthy gulp of her own wine and smiled wanly. “Yes, well…Cauldrinatus is the name given to an artifact that was probably created sometime during the first great wave of human Enchanters. It predates the shutting down of Sky Raven’s magic flow by several millennia. This would have been a time where human Enchanters were fairly common and some in fact very powerful. At that juncture in history, the concept of good and evil at a group level probably wasn’t as well defined as it is now. All things considered, its creator, whose name has been lost to antiquity, may even have believed he or she was enchanting an item for the benefit of mankind.” 
 
    “But what is it?” Nia asked, buzzing over to hover just above Alex’s shoulder. 
 
    “I was getting to that, sprite,” Rosa countered irritably. “Records tell us it is a polished box-shaped carving made partially from the skull of an ancient gold dragon. At various times in history, it has been affixed to the shaft of an ornamental mace, scepter or some such decoration, usually in the hands of a human or dwarf ruler. It has tended to drop out of historical accounts frequently, only to resurface on the other side of the planet in the hands of yet another.” She sighed loudly and looked meaningfully at both Alex and Maya. “We believe it has the power to wield absolute individual control over what we think of as evil dragons, the reds, blacks, whites, greens, and blues.” 
 
    “Wait…Dawn and Dusk’s mother said that the Lifebane had a magical item that could compel dragons. He used it to enslave her and attempt to steal her eggs,” King Alex interjected. 
 
    “Exactly, from the historical accounts of its powers and some side information that Ryliss remembered in her reports of research that she did in Anorthosite Hold, we believe they are one and the same item.” 
 
    “Well, he certainly didn’t have it on him when he died,” Nia blurted out. 
 
    “Which would lead us to believe it is still secreted somewhere within the walls of Grevious Tower, the Lifebane’s stronghold,” Rosa completed, taking another healthy slug of wine. The entire group of us winced at that statement. “I know, I know…it’s still heavily warded, reeking of pure evil and probably still inhabited by creatures too foul to mention, but…” 
 
    “Rosa, you recall we visited that place a year after the battle, and even Hons couldn’t get the stones that make up the walls to move. There was no clear way in. I had hoped to level the fortress, but in the end, it was just an exercise in frustration,” Alex chided his mentor. “So we decided to let it sit and hope that the evil taint dissipated over the years. You were the one who suggested that course of action as I recall.” 
 
    “I know, but…,” she trailed off in defeat and grabbed for the entire bottle of wine. 
 
    Donatello moved to curl up even closer to the fire. “What Mademoiselle Rosa is trying to explain is that there are three very good reasons to lend your support in finding and destroying the Cauldrinatus. One, with the resurgence of magic to this world, all of the dragon species both good and ‘bad,’ although I hesitate to use that term as it is an oversimplified human term, will be starting to breed anew and with great vigor. The more dragons in this world, the more chances that Cauldrinatus will be put to unseemly use. Two, my titular position as Auric is without dispute, but even as your ally, I am obviously in no position to fight much older wyrms physically. Therefore, I must attempt to bolster my credibility using whatever political means I can muster. I also need to be mindful of the fact that I am the Auric over all dragonkind, not just the ‘good’ ones. All dragons hate the thought of being controlled, especially, no offense intended, by humans. If I were to be instrumental in destroying Cauldrinatus, it would give me much-needed stature as a leader. It might even be the catalyst to someday allow me to reunite the two sides in peace. Imagine a world where the label of good or bad dragons was no longer held to be relevant.”  
 
    “And the third reason?” Alex prompted. 
 
    “Ah, the third is delicate, and I hope I don’t seem ungrateful or insulting. But Enchanters created this mess with the Cauldrinatus, it is only proper that you aid us in cleaning it up.”  
 
    “But why now?” I interjected. “If no one can get in, what is the harm in letting the artifact rot for a couple hundred more years before we go in?”  
 
    At that point, there was a bright flash of light in the room, which took me unawares and momentarily blinded me. Once my vision cleared, I could see that King Alex’s parents, the Nova, rulers of the Nebulia, were now standing amongst us. An ingrained response put me on my knees before them instantly. 
 
    “You may not have that long,” Ranther intoned in his gravelly voice, “and your suppositions about Cauldrinatus are correct. In the wrong hands, well… 
 
    “Mom, Dad, I wasn’t expecting you to visit tonight.” Alex jumped up to embrace his mother, and shake his father’s hand. Maya greeted them warmly, as well, as did Princess Belle, who was bouncing up and down in glee. Oreale reached down and picked up her granddaughter as if she weighed nothing. As normal for their visits to this world, Alex’s mother appeared as a gorgeous woman in her late thirties, long brown hair without a touch of gray and deep smoldering brown eyes. Her hair was done up in a formal braid and wrapped around and over a shoulder.  
 
    “We’re always happy to see the family, of course, but the purpose of our visit was twofold. Alera, dear, please rise, you’ll get a chill down there.” I rose gratefully and watched as she squeezed Belle and whispered something into her ear, setting the now grinning child down. Immediately, the Princess performed a flawless curtsey for the two Nova and swiveled to address her parents. 
 
    “Mother, Father, may I be excused to take dinner with staff? Grandmother tells me they are serving chicken and dumplings with pear strudel for dessert.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Maya huffed and folded her arms across her chest in exasperation, foiled again in her efforts to introduce fine dark elf cuisine to the royal table. “But mind you don’t badger Bel for too many of her vampire stories; you know they give you nightmares.”  
 
    “Yes, Mother.” The silver-haired little beauty beamed brightly. She hadn’t quite made it out the door before she indulged in a small fist pump and an excited exclamation of “Yes!” The group of us watched her close the door quietly behind her. 
 
    Ranther cleared his throat and fought to regain a serious demeanor. “Yes, well, the first reason bears mightily on your recent discussion about Grievous Tower. Some of the sentinels we detailed to keep an eye on the place have been noting an increase in shadowy activity near the fortress. Something wicked is stirring about, and the cursed tower is usually the ignition point of every mischief imaginable. The question then becomes, do we take steps to foil these incursions at a time of our choosing or do we allow another spark of evil to gain a foothold and possibly become much worse in the future? The Auric was correct, with the resurgence of dragonkind, Cauldrinatus could be a catalyst for yet another demonic apocalypse. Thankfully, Lifebane was a myopic fool for not using it more effectively.”  
 
    “So how do we destroy the castle and the items in it, Father?” Alex questioned, getting right down to business. 
 
    “You don’t. You and Maya would be the only ones capable of actually physically causing damage to the foul place, but only at great and unacceptable risk. It has been imbibed with so much evil over the years that it rivals Sky Raven in actual defenses.” 
 
    “I’m small; I bet I could get in,” Nia chimed in. 
 
    “Possibly, Neafauliateenix, but getting in isn’t necessarily the problem; it’s finding the item and getting out that poses the difficulty. Anyone of a good nature who enters those walls will be overwhelmed by the sheer evil within; your mind would never survive it. Likewise, an individual with evil tendencies would simply be enslaved within and never return. No, what is needed is one of those very rare individuals who are mentally strong and maintain an almost perfect balance between the two. And of course, they must also be a master burglar. Such a person could possibly retrieve an artifact like Cauldrinatus, scout the opposition, and escape intact.” 
 
    My mind drifted a bit, and I watched Donatello, who had earlier latched onto another bottle of wine, guzzle the last third of a magnum down. At Ranther’s last statement, he suddenly froze. The heavy bottle shattered impressively in his clawed fist, sending glass fragments out in all directions. The ensuing massive coughing fit, caused both Dawn and me to rush to his assistance. I pounded him on his scaly back while Dawn brushed the glass off his head and shoulders, as staff efficiently appeared with brooms and towels.  
 
    “Are you well, Auric?” Nia buzzed, hovering just over his head. 
 
    “Quite…,” he choked, still gasping for breath, ‘but thank you for inquiring, nonetheless, ma petite.” He shook off staff’s attempts at offering him further drink. 
 
    “Perhaps we should move on; our time here is short,” Ranther continued, being somewhat put off stride by the spectacle. He was dressed in a simple blue tunic and pants. The Nova resembled a middle-aged human, save for his height and broadness of back. The other remarkable features were his massive arms, which looked like he had spent an eternity working a celestial forge. “As I was saying, we have two reasons for our visit.” 
 
    By now I had finished fussing over the young dragon and was back to listening intently. Oreale flashed her husband a fleeting look of impatience and crossed the room, taking my arm gently. She looked casually over her shoulder at the younger royals. “Alex, Maya, with your leave we would like to speak to your healer.” 
 
    My blood seemed to freeze in my veins, and I dropped down to one knee. “My…my Queen…have I displeased you somehow?” I stammered looking from her to King Ranther and then to my other King and Queen, the Comets.  
 
    “Of course not, Alera, dear.” Oreale smiled, pulling me back up to my feet. “You could never displease us. But I’m afraid we have some distressing news…your guardian, Nydard, has fallen.” 
 
    “Fallen, my Queen?” I repeated stupidly. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid, in a skirmish on the other side of the galaxy. The Kerr are hell-bent on destroying a rising civilization that has been nothing but a bulwark of calm and reason in a sea of chaos. A small group of Nebulia was cut off from the main force, and although they fought valiantly, there were too many foes.” 
 
    Tears started to moisten the edges of my eyes. “But you can bring him back, right?” I asked haltingly. “Nebulia warriors don’t really ever die.” 
 
    “With a few exceptions, that is correct, Alera. Nydard has served us faithfully for tens of thousands of your years, millennia past the memories of man or any other sentient being. He is among the oldest and most renowned of his kind. For that same reason, we have decided not to renew him.” 
 
    “I don’t…understand, my Queen.” 
 
    The Nova’s eyes softened as she reached up and put her hand on my cheek. “He has earned his eternal rest. His body, of course, is reborn with every reincarnation, but his mind is battle weary, and his skills are not what they once were. And most important, his great heart is no longer in it. It would be cruel to continue to bring him back and subject him to more of this grinding, never-ending conflict.” Her eyes took on a sad, thoughtful look. “You mortals feel cursed by the shortness of your lifespans; the reality is that it is half curse and half blessing. A very long life can be rewarding, yes, but the regrets and the deeply felt wounds to the psyche that compound over such an extended lifetime can be a staggering burden indeed.” 
 
    Tears were rolling down both our faces as she hugged me tenderly. I tucked my face into her shoulder and blubbered, “Don’t I even get to say goodbye?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but no. If it helps ease your mind, know this: Nydard loved you as his own child. He wishes you a life filled with love and happiness, and if he didn’t feel the time was right for his departure, he would have demanded to be returned.” 
 
    “Wait…he had a choice in this?” I interrupted, wide-eyed. 
 
    Oreale looked a little hurt as she leaned away from me, still holding onto my arms, and sighed. “There was a brief discussion, yes. We aren’t dictators, Alera. The situation came up, and we all felt this was in your best interests.” 
 
    “My best interests? How does losing my lifelong friend and protector become a good thing, my Queen?” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “Oh dear, I fear I’ve botched this whole discussion as badly as Ranther would have. We really don’t work hard enough on interpersonal skills.” 
 
    “So what happens to me now?” 
 
    “You go forth and live your life, Alera. You are a powerful wizard in your own right now; you no longer truly need a protector. You have potent magic beyond the healing arts that you find distasteful and have allowed to atrophy, embrace it. We trust you to use it wisely. 
 
    I scowled, thinking about her words. “And my summoning skills? Will I still be able to open a portal to the Nebulia plane?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. You see, Alera, you were somewhat of a special case. With your lineage and aura, you would never have survived childhood in the human world. You have lived your life half in and half out. It’s time to break with one and attend fully to the other.” Oreale made a broad sweeping motion that encompassed all of Sky Raven, but especially the friends gathered close by in the room. “In my mind, you have made that choice, and I believe it to be the correct one.” 
 
    I stood there speechless for a few moments, trying desperately to make sense of it all. “So I am now truly alone in this world,” I said to no one in particular. 
 
    “No, there is another,” Donatello’s hiccupped softly from his perch on the fireplace. His big golden eyes fixated on Oreale and Ranther.  
 
    “Dragon,” Ranther rumbled, “know your place.” 
 
    “She is my friend; my place is by her side, your Eminence.”  
 
    The Nova nodded, but the thundercloud in his eyes did not dissipate. “Alera, we told you that your father was killed in the war. After your father died, while still pregnant, your mother devoted her life to caring for the sick and injured in the slums of Quagtown, a nasty den of wretched humanity on the far eastern coast. You were born there; you were only a few months old when she was knifed by a hallucinating addict she was trying to talk back to reality. The knife pierced her heart, and even someone of her exceptional healing abilities was helpless. She died instantly.”  
 
    “Yes, you have told me this before.”  
 
    “Nydard recognized your aura and rescued you from a flea and disease infested orphanage on the outskirts of Quagtown. You were malnourished, filthy, and infected with parasites. He brought you to us, and you have been a joy in both of your worlds. That said, we do try and keep track of those individuals of Nebulia blood, but we aren’t always successful.” 
 
    “I understand, but where is this going?” I said, growing increasingly alarmed. 
 
    A small look of guilt crept into his face, and he finally breathed out and answered, “Semeril, your mother, was blessed with twin girls. You had a sister.” 
 
    “A sister…What?” Stunned, I whispered, “Why didn’t he rescue us both?”  
 
    “It’s complicated, but essentially it came down to this:  your sister’s aura didn’t radiate good like yours does. Perhaps her soul wasn’t as pure as yours, or she had no magical potential and was, therefore, invisible to his sight. Another possibility is that she inherited a greater portion of the other strain of magic which runs in your blood, and even at that early age, managed to hide her aura from strangers instinctively, like a chameleon.” 
 
    “So he just left her there in that filth?” Abject disbelief rang in my voice.  
 
    “Alera,” Oreale said sternly, “you know better than anyone the rules the Nebulia must obey. There is a strict guidance about interfering in the free will and lives of mortals. Of course, there is some leeway regarding wizards and such. But ordinary humans? Hardly any at all. It is unfortunate, but we cannot save them all – you know this! In the end, he returned with only you.”  
 
    “I…my King and Queen, we must go to this Quagtown!” I babbled frantically, looking around the room at the Comets and my other friends. “We must find my sister, I beg of you!”  
 
    “Impossible,” Ranther responded gravely. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the Quagtown slums, which sprawled on the southern edge of the imperial capital of Vernai, no longer exist. The city and population of Vernai no longer exist. The entire region was overrun by the forces of the Lifebane when you were but five years old. Every human, elf, and dwarf in a two hundred mile radius died in the days that followed. After the undead, the goblins followed and burned everything to the ground. Nothing remains but haunted ruins. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I sagged to the smooth stone floor in dismay. “But surely you have ways to determine if she still lives?” 
 
    “Remember, dear, our powers down on this planet are limited,” Oreale said. “Even so, we detect no second or third generation Nebulia offspring other than you anywhere on this world. We have searched diligently on several occasions, and nothing came of our labors. In our opinion, your sister perished in Quagtown. A helpless infant girl, sick and struggling in those conditions? In all likelihood, she didn’t survive more than a day or two after you departed. I hope you can understand why we were reticent in telling you this story; it would have caused you needless pain.” 
 
    “Too late,” I said numbly. Getting to my feet and bowing to both the Nova and the Comets, I hurriedly fled the room, unable to see where I was running. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Alera 
 
    Two hours before the night's midpoint found me sitting on the very top of Sky Raven’s great outer wall. My feet dangled over the side. Below me to the left was the huge main gate, now closed and strongly secured for the night. Off in the distance across the roaring river that had its origins at the top of the same wall on which I sat, I could see the fire lights of several trade caravans. The fortress was a popular stopover point for durable goods headed farther inland and for materials and farm produce on its way to the dwarf and dark elf capitals. The soft, mournful sounds of squeeze organs drifted up to my perch from the teamster camp far below.  
 
    I considered the fact that the dreary music almost perfectly matched my dark mood. Today had not been a good day. Earlier, I had still been smarting from the cumulative effects of sparring with Daffi. But the hurt of the physical beating quailed in comparison to the revelation that people around me, including my Queen, consider me to be a ‘paper tiger.’ All my life I have had to deal with other’s assumptions that just because I was born with a pleasing face I couldn’t possibly be competent.  
 
    In fleeing the presence of the Nova and Royals, I had stuffed the revelation about my sister into a tightly sealed mental strongbox and slammed the lid. I was determined not to allow myself to think about it until the proper time. Now, alone up here in the comforting darkness, I cracked open the imaginary lid just a little and let the tears flow. 
 
    What was I to think about all this? Nydard, a figure I had known and depended on for as long as I remember, just gone? He was both father and mother to me all these years…just gone? The ancient Nebulia taught me everything; how to read, write and comport myself. And the day it was decided that I was old enough to attend the Xarparion school for wizards, Nydard was there to lend me support. Now I find out that years before, he stood above my sister and me in that horrid slum orphanage and made a decision that one of us would live and one would die? And what of the Nova? I have served them faithfully for my entire life, and my love for them runs deep. But I would be a hypocrite if I didn’t admit that I felt the sharp sting of betrayal from them in this affair.  
 
    Had it not been so eerily quiet up here on the wall, the faint sounds of rustling wings behind me would have escaped my attention altogether. I felt a thick wool blanket slide over my shoulders and an accompanying presence slip onto the ledge next to me. A large mug of the Royal’s favorite brewed chocolate beverage was set gently into my hands. Welcome heat radiated off its surface and warmed my hands. 
 
    “Rough night, huh,” a soft dusky voice announced more as a statement than a question, and I turned my head to look. Not having the advantage of being able to see well in darkness, I had to rely on my other senses. The clean earthy smell revealed my companion immediately. 
 
    “Yes, my Queen.” 
 
    “Please, Alera, just Maya.” 
 
    “Maya,” I repeated listlessly. 
 
    “They aren’t very good at this personal interaction concept, are they?” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    “The Nova, Oreale, and Ranther. And imagine, they are the warmest and most personable of their kind! The others must be truly spectacularly wooden.” 
 
    “We are taught not to question.” 
 
    “A-huh. If it makes you feel any better, Alex and I have to bite our tongues from time to time. I’m sure they had no concept that their words would upset you…at least as much as they did.” 
 
    I shook my head disconsolately. “I had a twin. All my life, I have felt as if something vital was missing; I put it down to my strange situation. But now I know there was something more, a connection to another that I was yearning for. We were born together, suckled at our mother’s breast together, were swaddled in the same blankets and breathed the same air. And tonight, to find out that not only has my Nebulia foster father been torn from me, but that same being that I loved and admired most callously reached down and raised one twin to live among the stars, and left the other to die in squalor.” 
 
    Maya put an arm around me and squeezed gently. “I will not justify what they have done. But when you have watched billions of species rise up, flourish, wither, and die out. The fate of a single individual tends to become as insignificant as a single grain of sand on a very large beach. As old and wise as they are, their comprehension of human emotions is very rudimentary and fleeting. When Alex was born, suddenly they were thrust into an entire new world of experiences. They actually began to care on a personal basis for someone other than themselves. I think it frightens them immensely to this day.” 
 
    I took a sip of the chocolate. “Still, where do I go from here? How do I justify my existence? Apparently, I am cut loose from the Nebulia; I can’t even open a gate there anymore. I have my healing skills, but no passion, no fire to use them any longer. You and Alex don’t really need me; you’re practically immune to everything, and even Belle never seems to get sick.” 
 
    “You still have your teachings,” she reminded me. “And never forget, we consider you part of our family, and that will never change. Your wisdom and courage are of immeasurable value to us. But I can talk you up until I’m blue in the face…oh, wait,” she snickered. “But seriously, you just need some time to sort all this out and decide what is important in life. Those months I wandered in the wilderness alone were some of the most frightening yet invigorating of my life. Without that trial by fire, I’m not sure I would have had the courage to complete my destiny as the ‘child of darkness.’” 
 
    “You had doubts, Maya?” I sputtered in disbelief. “How is that possible? You’re beautiful, a Princess, and now a Queen in your own right, as well as a swordswoman without peer. I’ve never seen such a self-assured woman as you!” 
 
    The Queen watched the caravans below us. “We are all the product of a lifetime of our experiences, Alera. My experiences are merely different,” Maya said simply, as if it were carved indelibly in the stone on which we sat. 
 
    “You believe time will heal this?” I saw the outline of the Queen’s head nod in agreement. I sighed. “Perhaps you are right. But I really don’t know how I will be able to concentrate on much of anything for a while.” 
 
    “Take some time off and don’t worry about your duty, we have an entire school of healers we can access if needed. It’s more important to us that you resolve this and return to us the Alera that we love.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Queen, I will consider your advice. How did you know where to find me anyway?” 
 
    Maya rose to her feet, and suddenly the immediate area around us was illuminated by a warm glow from her bracelet and wings. “Winya told the sentries to give you some space, and then let me know where you were. Goodnight, Alera, and try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Maya lofted into the night sky, and a few powerful beats later disappeared over the second curtain wall on her way back to the keep. 
 
    I pulled the blanket a little tighter around me, the cool night’s breeze starting to affect a chill through my robes. Suddenly, there was another whisper of wings, and I felt a large heated form curl around me. This was distinctly familiar, and I ran my hands across Donatello’s scaly head which had just plopped into my lap. From the opposite direction, his long tail came across my midsection, and he gave me a gentle squeeze. I leaned back a bit, resting against the warmth of his armored side. 
 
    “Ahh, moń amie, I did not think the Queen would ever leave,” he whispered smoothly. “How are you faring, my sweet?” 
 
    “I’ll live, I suppose,” I said ruefully. “Are you here to try and cheer me up, as well?” 
 
    “Is it your fondest wish to be cheered up?”  
 
    “Not especially. Maya believes the news of finding out I had a sister and then the news of her death is something time will heal. I’m not so sure. I feel like a big part of my life has been deliberately kept from me, like I have been treated like a child, and it hurts, Donnie.” 
 
    “That makes two of us, Alera.” He hissed. “I feel as if I am under house arrest and Dawn and Dusk, loving and intoxicating as they are, are my jailers. I am a dragon! We are not meant to be coddled so! I need to get out into the world and breathe the free air!” 
 
    “But the difference between our situations is that you really are a child,” I blurted out. “I mean, you’re barely past a year old! You’re still considered a hatchling by your kind’s standards. Dawn says that the two of them were little more than stomachs with wings for their first five years. They didn’t start to talk until they were past ten.” I stopped to consider my words. “Then here you are, a year old, not only talking but smarter than most of the wizards I know. You’re bigger than the twins think you should be at your age too. What gives?” 
 
    Donatello paused for a long time, and I almost guessed he had fallen asleep. We had spent a lot of time together in the year since he hatched. The first six months, of course, he had not been able to speak. But then suddenly one day he started and was equipped with a full vocabulary at that. We became even better friends. To say he has a keen mind would be a slight. With the possible exception of Rosa, he is the most intelligent creature I know. I don’t count the Nebulia or the Nova; theirs is an alien intelligence that it is hard to relate to, even for me. 
 
    I rubbed my hands across his eye ridges and scratched him gently under the chin. All of which elicited purrs of delight. Dragons, especially good dragons, like their comforts. Finally satiated, he rolled his head slightly, and one of his big golden eyes opened and peered up at me. It glowed, even in this almost total darkness. My mind drifted back to the events earlier this evening. 
 
    “Alera, I have something to discuss,” he announced. “But you can certainly continue with the chin scratching.” 
 
    “Fine, but if you want me to continue, I first have a question that has been bothering me all night that I need you to answer.” His eyelid dipped in what I knew to be his version of a shrug. “How did you know…that I had a sister?” 
 
    He shifted uneasily, pausing to consider his words, and I could feel the tip of his tail twitch as if stung. Finally, he sighed mightily and began, “You have heard Lady Ryliss’ story of my true birth mother, Kailemora, her abilities as Auric and also as a great spiritualist and seer, have you not?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I have revealed this to no one else, but to some extent, I have inherited those gifts or perhaps curses from her.”  
 
    “But I thought seers could only see the future? 
 
    “Even so,” he whispered, snuggling in tighter next to me. 
 
    “Wha…what?” I said, my heart leaping into my throat. “Are you telling me my sister still breathes? How is that possible? The Nova themselves said they believe she is dead!” 
 
    “The Nova’s affirmation is based upon the expectation that they can sense those individuals with Nebulia bloodlines. If you recall Ranther’s story, one of the possible reasons that Nydard failed to save your sister is that he didn’t recognize her Nebulia blood. Somehow, this was hidden from him.” 
 
    “Impossible! She would have been what, a couple months old at most? Not even weaned, how would she have managed that?” 
 
    “I cannot say, having been freed from my shell only recently myself. Perhaps it is something instinctive having to do with these mystérieux powers that the Nova alludes to, but you have never revealed to me?” 
 
    “I don’t talk about that,” I said, looking around to verify there were no wall sentries nearby. “If anyone at Sky Raven knew, my time here would be over. It’s not something I’m proud of in any way. It’s despicable really.” 
 
    Donatello raised his head off my lap and pressed it warmly against my chest just under my chin. “I will keep your darkest secrets.” 
 
    I thought about it for a while, trembling with the thought of revealing this to anyone. The closest I had ever come to being discovered was during the sack of Xarparion by the armies of the Lifebane. I cringed when I remembered lying to Alex and Maya about the Orcs. I had told them that some healers had the ability to reach into the minds of foes and adjust their heart rate and blood flow to the brain. A lie! The fact of the matter is no normal healer has that ability, and they probably wouldn’t use it if they did. It flies in the face of everything we hold dear, the sanctity of life. All I remember was being so angry and afraid that I lost control. 
 
    Donatello nudged me slightly and looked up at me with those huge gold eyes. Finally, I caved. “I’m a witch, Donnie.” 
 
    He snorted in disbelief, and a tiny puff of warm air wrapped itself around my neck. “Really? And you know this how? Do you have a dark coven lurking outside the gates that you slip off to celebrate unspeakable rites with?” 
 
    “Well, no. I really haven’t ever met another witch.” 
 
    “Hmmm, do you crave babies’ blood, weigh as much as a common waterfowl, or suck compulsively on toadstools?” 
 
    “Ewww, no, of course not!” 
 
    “Then how do you know you’re a witch?”  
 
    “I just am!” 
 
    “That is not a rational answer! My poor chéri… How long have you been living with this bizarre self-loathing problem of yours?” 
 
    “All my life.” 
 
    Donatello sighed, not unlike a small steam kettle, and put his head back down on my lap. “Please explain these powers to me.” 
 
    “I’m not really exactly sure what they do, I’ve fought so long to hide them. I just know that if I concentrate on people, I can change their mental state…calm them down or make them frantic, even cause them to see things that aren’t really there. And yes, I could easily melt someone’s heart, and not in the romantic sense either. By the stars, Donnie, I killed an entire tower full of orcs! They didn’t have the slightest idea what was happening to them, they just laid down and died. So you see, I’m not the ‘good’ person everyone thinks I am. I’m nothing but a fraud!” Tears started to seep down my cheeks, as I paused to wipe them sloppily from my face. 
 
    “Tell me, have you ever used these powers for destruction beyond that one time at Xarparion?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That day you fought to save your fellow students from attacks that were killing far stronger mages than you. When your own instincts were screaming for you to stay safe, to stay hidden, you still saved lives. That sounds like the actions of a good person to me. I sincerely doubt you are an evil witch.” 
 
    “What then?” I sniffled. 
 
    “I don’t know what you are, nor do I know what your sister is, but I do know you have someone else tethered to your soul. I can feel it as palatably as I can feel your finger’s touch. That is where the Nova erred in searching for her. They sought a person with Nebulia blood among millions when they should have been following the faint connection between you two. Did you notice that Ranther never bothered to deny what I said?” Donnie paused as if to consider what he was about to reveal. “Alera, I think you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that they may have misled you about your past, and may still be manipulating the outcome, even your future.” 
 
    I felt a flash of anger race across my face. Shock, outrage, incredulousness, all emotions that I routinely suppressed came pouring out. “Damn it, Donnie, I’m sick of being the dutiful good girl! That’s it! I need to throw off the safety and comfort of this place and go out into the real world and find my sister!” 
 
    The dragon contracted a little more, giving a squeeze of warm affirmation. “I would wholeheartedly agree…when do we leave?” 
 
    “Wha..what do you mean, we?” I said, tripping over his meaning, the implications of leaving Sky Raven at all still reeling inside my brain. 
 
    “You will most certainly need my assistance if you hope to find her, ma belle.”  
 
    I laughed nervously. “Well that will never happen, Alex and Maya would never allow it, and that’s not even taking into consideration Dawn’s and Dusk’s reactions. I wonder if I could talk Andea into an adventure.” 
 
    Donatello vibrated angrily on my lap. “Who is treating whom as a child now? Andea is a wonderful young human girl, but she is many years away from reaching her full potential as a seer. Plus you would find yourself in the position of taking an essentially helpless person along with you. It would endanger both you and her, and still, you may not find your sibling.” 
 
    I chewed on my bottom lip in thought. “Then I have no alternative but to appeal to the Queen for assistance. Maya will help me. Perhaps a group of us could go look for her.” 
 
    Donatello snorted. “The Royals have already heard the ultimate authority, the Nova, proclaim your sister deceased. How much actual credence do you think they will place in your story? Even if they agree to humor you and allow Andea the attempt, she has no personal connection to your kin, no ‘scent’ to follow. Assuming she can even pick up the trail, it will still take too long. Another crisis in the kingdom will rear up to take precedence and soon…A mort end to your quest.” 
 
    “Ok, but you could tell them where to look, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Right now, I can only give a general direction…east. I find myself in somewhat the same predicament that Andea does. I am not yet a strong enough seer to just tell you exactly where to look, nor have I seen enough of this world to recognize places and landmarks. But dragons are natural predators and our instincts to track our prey are refined by hundreds of thousands of years of hunting. Please believe me, I will find your long lost sister. But it must just be the two of us; my silver ladies will never allow me to leave this fortress.” 
 
    “Donatello, even if I were to consider this crazy idea, the two of us can’t just go wandering around the countryside. You aren’t exactly easy to miss, being gold with wings and all. It could be fatal for you if another dragon came along.” 
 
    “True, but no one would give a second thought to a simple traveling healer and her young apprentice.”  
 
    Instantly, I felt him move and change somehow, his long tail slid back around me, and a few seconds later, I felt human hands take mine. Unable to see in the darkness, I instinctively switched to my healer's mage sight. While it didn’t allow me to see optically, I could visualize the shapes the arteries and blood vessels formed on their rapid journeys. 
 
    “Donnie, you’ve got your human form! When? And why have you been hiding it?” 
 
    “Just recently, and even Dawn and Dusk don’t know,” he admitted softly. “I can’t say I like it all that much, it’s very awkward. But it is serviceable, and no one will suspect I am anything but your loyal apprentice in the healing arts.” 
 
    I thought about it, and mentally agreed it might work. For the most part, traveling healers are allowed to roam unmolested in nearly every part of the world. Society being what it is, one never knows when they are going to need the services of a healer, and most folk are wisely wary of angering them.  
 
    “I don’t know Donatello, even if we pulled off escaping the fortress, how would we manage traveling so far?” 
 
    He hissed slightly, and I felt smooth scales returning to where I still grasped his hands. A few seconds later, I held taloned paws as he effortlessly returned to dragon form with his head back on my lap. “Alera, I have given it extensive thought. A portal will be available to us for much of the journey, and I’ve already shown you that I am capable of carrying you on my back.” 
 
    “Not the zebra again!” 
 
    “Fine, a nice boring docile horse for the countryside then,” he conceded, chuckling. “In towns, we just walk as healers. Trust me, with any luck, we will find your sister and be back in a few weeks at most! Besides, you’re a witch and I’m a dragon…what could possibly go wrong?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Alera 
 
    We stayed up making our plans deep into the night, until Donnie finally guided me safely down off the wall and back to my quarters. He curled up on the hearth where I still had a small pile of coals banked. I tossed a few handfuls of wood into the mix, and he sighed with bliss as they caught and sent waves of warmth into the stone platform. I watched for a few minutes as he nodded off, snoring softly, then I went to my desk and activated a lightstone. Pulling out a sheet of parchment, I dipped my pen in the surfaces inkwell and began. 
 
    My Queen, 
 
    By the time you think to look for this, Donatello and I will be long gone in search of the sister I never knew. As close as you are to your family, I can only hope a small part of you can sympathize with my quest. I do not ask for any measure of forgiveness for what I have done, but I hope you will not judge Donnie harshly. 
 
    He is my friend, and he has convinced me that I have no hope of finding this now woman without him. For his part, he asks me to remind you that he is a sovereign ruler in his own right. As such, he should be free to come and go as he wishes, despite what Dawn and Dusk may say to the contrary. 
 
    This is something I need to do. I hope and pray to the stars that we will return within a few weeks of your finding this letter.  
 
    Your friend now, and it is my fondest hope, in the future as well. 
 
    Alera  
 
    I sealed the letter and pinned it to the desktop, then covered the inkwell. Rummaging around in the small drawers, I withdrew the small bags of gold and silver coinage that I kept for emergencies. Later I would distribute its contents to various areas of my person. My closet yielded a backpack suitable to hold a change of robes and some other essentials. The robes I selected were older, worn, almost threadbare, examples of the red and gray. It wouldn’t look right to be traveling in Xarparion’s finest. By the same token, the boots I selected were old but comfortable. The last item chosen was a solid oak training staff. Of the two weapons I trained with; I was least proficient with the staff. However, I hoped combat wouldn’t be necessary, and a staff would attract far less attention than a sword. 
 
    Exactly one-half hour after dawn, Donnie and I passed through the portal into Xarparion where it was already mid-morning. I had made this trip a thousand times, but this was the first time my spirits were borne aloft by the prospects of an actual adventure. The diminutive gold dragon strutted along buoyantly at my side, as well. I would have liked to have had the time to compare the state of our minds, but it was not to be. We had plopped ourselves in a fragile paper sailboat on the banks of a swift river and pushed it out for better or worse.  
 
    Stopping by the food hall, we devoured a quick breakfast as I requisitioned a large packed picnic basket. Leaving well before most of the school’s students left their earliest classes, the two of us hiked past the first set of walls and into the large area between. The circulating crowds of locals were light as most of the incoming wagons of food and supplies from the portal villages wouldn’t arrive until after the midday meal. Here and there, an intern would rush by on some random errand, as well as guardsmen marching to and fro relieving the early morning watches. 
 
    Approaching the last wall, I noted the number of dark elves manning the parapets. Most of them were women, many widowed by the Great War years before. Finding work at Xarparion was a heaven-sent boon for them, and they served the school with frightening efficiency. They prided themselves on their archery prowess, and I had seen them unerringly spear an apple on a post at a hundred yards. The really good ones could do the same at two hundred. 
 
    I must have allowed my thoughts to drift off slightly because a large reptilian head brought me back to the here-and-now with a jolting bump to my side. Stepping out in front of us, just yards from the open gate and freedom was Iraselda, Xarparion’s second in command of the city guard. I stopped abruptly and forced down a gulp, making a smile appear on my face. 
 
    “Captain Iraselda, I wasn’t expecting you to be manning the gates at this hour of the morning,” I said, setting the heavy basket down on the ground next to me. 
 
    “Mistress Alera,” she acknowledged, and I could see her taking in the basket, my clothes, backpack, and her eyes lingered on Donatello longest of all. It almost seemed like she stifled a small shudder as she addressed him. The history of encounters between her people and dragons was not one of peace. “Well met, Auric.” 
 
    For his part, I could see Donnie examining her with interest. She was a formidable woman, a dark elf with short-cropped silver hair. She only appeared to be in her middle thirties or so if she were a human, but her eyes revealed a much more seasoned soul. Well-used armor and a brightly honed sword that appeared to have been handed down from multiple generations spoke volumes to complete that aura of competence. If we couldn’t get past her questioning, this was bound to be a much abbreviated get away. Part of me kicked myself…why didn’t I have Donatello change into his much less noticeable human form before attempting to leave? Of course, the dark elf captain would have insisted on being introduced to my new apprentice. I sighed, realizing that Donnie’s accent would have been a dead giveaway in any event. 
 
    Donatello must have decided he liked her as he swept his draconic body into a deep bow and gazed up at her with a toothy grin. “Mademoiselle Iraselda, the pleasure is entirely mine.” 
 
    I could see her start to break into a smile at his charming antics, but it was immediately back to business, as she gestured at the basket. “Are you thinking of venturing outside the walls with that, Alera?” 
 
    Falling back on our planned excuse, I nodded eagerly. “Yes, we have heard there is a dragon’s final resting place in the woods not far from here. Donatello would like to pay his respects, and we thought we would take a picnic lunch and make a day of it.” 
 
    “Yes, I know the spot.” The guardswoman grimaced. “It’s farther than you might think, and there have been Larch trolls spotted in the area. I would suggest you picnic elsewhere. Perhaps one of the fine gardens we have here inside the walls. And besides, it was a white dragon and a particularly nasty brute at that from what I hear.” 
 
    Donnie puffed himself up as much as possible and let out a little ashen snort. “I would remind you madam that I am the Auric over all dragons. As such, conventions must be honored, and the dead remembered even if they fought on what human and elves believe was the wrong side. It is something I must do!” 
 
    The guard Captain’s eyes narrowed as she turned to me. “Wizard Alera, if I may be forthright with you. Guard Commander Higgs has a standing order that the Auric is not to leave Xarparion without an adequate honor guard. I would generally interpret that to mean one or both of the silvers.” 
 
    “Iraselda, it’s just a picnic!”  
 
    “Impossible!” Donatello steamed, interrupting. “What kind of inane humor is this? Not only am I a sovereign ruler in my own right, but in case you haven’t been paying attention, I have wings. I could easily fly over these walls any time I feel the need!” 
 
    “Of course you could, Auric, and I would do absolutely nothing to impede you in any way,” Iraselda purred rationally. “However, be aware that duty would require me to send an immediate runner through the portal to Sky Raven to report the incident to Commander Higgs who I believe may be breakfasting with Princess Dusk at this hour of the morning.” 
 
    The steam went out of Donnie’s bluster like a teapot dipped in ice water. He lowered his head and uttered a low moan of defeat. I touched the guardswoman gently on the arm. “Captain, isn’t there some accommodation you can make? It’s only a picnic…” 
 
    For a second, I saw her eyes soften in what I would call a rare flash of pity, and finally, she sighed. “Well, considering that it’s you, Alera, and knowing the favor you hold with the Royals, I suppose I could open the interpretation of ‘adequate guard’ up a bit. I tell you what, I have a four-man horse patrol scheduled to venture out in about fifteen minutes. If you agree to allow them to shadow you from a respectful distance, I think we will have satisfied the intent of the rule.” 
 
    It was better than having our adventure turned back before we made it out of the main gates. My mind was all jumbled up as I attempted to adjust this new, unexpected equation to the mix. I forced myself to smile gratefully. “Thank you, Iraselda.” 
 
    “Oh, and one more thing, I want you to take a horse to the site. It really is farther than you are thinking, and I need you to be able to post a hasty retreat back here if anything should go wrong. You can grab a nag at the patrol barn over there. Tell Marcus, the stable hand, that I said it was alright to release one to you. Now you better get going, my patrol will be here any minute, and they’ll be impatient to leave.” 
 
    I nodded numbly, and Donnie and I strode off in the indicated direction. “How are we going to get around this?” he hissed quietly. 
 
    “We’ll just have to improvise,” I answered sotto voice, not bothering to look at him. We were already attracting a fair amount of onlookers, and the last thing we needed was for one of the sharp-eared elves in the vicinity to pick up our conversation. Spotting the half barn erected against the outer wall, I gave Donnie a pat on his scaly head and ventured inside.  
 
    Sunlight filtered in through the numerous gaps in the rough-hewn boards and highlighted the motes of dust drifting suspended in the air. It smelled strongly of horse and fresh cut hay, as one might expect. We found ourselves in a large straw-floored outer chamber with tie rings bolted to the walls. A small tack room filled with saddles, ropes and other accoutrements stood open on one wall. Tied to the other wall was a large black mare, already outfitted with a saddle and side bags. She munched contentedly on some fresh alfalfa wedged in an outcropping of the wall. 
 
    “Hello?” I ventured loudly, knowing that time was short. I heard an exclamation from somewhere farther back in the barn, and a few seconds later a thin, gangly youth covered in straw pushed open the rickety door from the stalls area. 
 
    He seemed to be concentrating on eating a bowl of porridge and not paying much attention to the world around him. That is, until his eyes fell upon the gold dragon sitting quietly in his stable. His eyes shot open wide, and the bowl and wooden spoon clattered to the floor. “By the stars,” he whispered in fright. 
 
    “You must be Marcus. Captain Iraselda mentioned you could borrow us a horse for a few hours,” I supplied, hoping to distract him from thoughts of Donnie eating him. Finally, he tore his sight away from the gold scales and concentrated on me. If possible, his eyes got even bigger as he looked me up and down. I was used to this reaction from young men, sometimes it even worked to my advantage. At some point, the significance of my robes did sink in, and he lowered his gaze with a pronounced blush. “Ummm, how may I be of assistance, Ma’am…or wizard Ma’am?” 
 
    I favored him with my best helpless female smile. “Marcus, I need a horse for a little while, and my time is short. Would it be alright if I just took this one, as she is already saddled and ready to go?” 
 
    His dazed expression followed my hand toward the mare. He blinked and straightened up, furtively looking around to see if someone was playing a trick on him with all this. I chuckled as I was reminded of an old joke about a wizard, a dragon and a duck walking into a bar. He just stood there for a few moments, saying nothing. 
 
    “Marcus? The horse? Can I take her?” I prompted impatiently. 
 
    “Sure, my lady, why not,” he said resignedly and walked over to untie the reins. Leading her out of the barn, he helped me up into the saddle, then turned and walked away muttering the entire trip back into the barn.  
 
    “What a strange individual,” Donatello observed softly as we made our way back to the main gate. There, I could see the patrol waiting, their horses lifting their hooves impatiently. Iraselda seemed to be giving last minute instructions to the leader. The three horsemen and one horsewoman were all human. Each was outfitted with a saber and well-used bow, and a couple even had boar spears in special slings that held them high off the backs of their saddles. They had the look of a group that knew their jobs and did them well. Normally, I would find this reassuring; today, not so much… 
 
    With a final wave, Iraselda bid us depart. A few minutes later, we were leaving the gate and Xarparion behind us. True to her word, the troopers held back at least fifty yards at all times. The mare had a smooth comforting gait, but the pace we set was proving to be a problem for Donnie. 
 
    “My sweet, you either need to ride faster so I can fly, or walk slower so I can keep up on foot, right now you’re something in the middle,” he groused. So I dug my heel into the mare’s side, and she responded spiritedly, breaking into a canter. With a boom of leathery membrane, Donnie took to the air and flew alongside, the outer tip of his wings just a few feet from my side. Amazingly, the mare didn’t seem to mind, and we made good time to the edge of the ancient pine forest. 
 
    Once within the sheltering woods, I slowed us to a walk and looked down at my companion. All the while we traveled, I had agonized over what course of action to take. Finally, I could see only one option, and it scared the hell out of me. “Alright, Donnie this will be our make or break time.” 
 
    “What? Are we going to run for it?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I guess it’s time to see if I’m a good witch or a bad witch.” I found a sparse clearing and guided the mare in a tight circle so I was facing the troopers. I beckoned them to approach, putting on my best, most dazzling smile. 
 
    They pulled up to within ten feet of us, and the patrol leader, a short hard-eyed man with reddish hair, spoke up. “Is there a problem, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I made a small circular gesture with the palm of my hand and pushed magic into my intentions. Strictly speaking, I really didn’t need the somatic, but it helped focus my thoughts. Occasionally, I even used them when attempting a particularly difficult healing so I found it a comfortable crutch. I watched his eyes, and except for a split second of what looked like surprise, there was no reaction. No reaction at all. I urged my mare forward until we were practically nose to nose with his horse. I drew my hand back and forth across my body, and none of their gazes followed my actions. The guardsmen were mentally frozen, just waiting silently. I drew in a ragged breath of relief and addressed them. 
 
    “Taking care not to be seen, you will ride to the Foalshead portal and pass through. Once there, you will take these gold coins I am putting in your pocket and spend the day eating, drinking, and having a wonderful time at the inn there. If anyone asks, this is your special reward for a job well done. You will all vividly remember the little dragon and me going through the Foalshead portal with you, saying goodbye and traveling north into the high mountains. Unless a countermanding order is given by a superior, you will spend the night at the inn and return to Xarparion tomorrow. You will remember nothing of this conversation. Do you understand my instructions, troopers?”  
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” they chorused woodenly. 
 
    I reached across and put two gold coins in the troop leader’s pocket and gave it a little pat. “There you are and thank you so very much for your kind assistance today. Now go!” 
 
    Without a word, the four of them saluted, spun their mounts, and cantered away. 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered tearfully under my breath as I watched them depart. I hoped they wouldn’t get into too much trouble for my actions. 
 
    Donatello walked up and planted his butt down on the ground. He looked at me, then at the departing patrol, then back at me again, and whistled. “Ma belle amie, that was most impressive, but I still do not believe you are a witch. Where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t remember actually sitting down and learning to use it. I just naturally started incorporating it into my healing routines. If you can stop a patient from thrashing around while you are trying to heal them, it is much better for all concerned. It’s pretty harmless, but it only works reliably on humans and humanoid monsters. Elves about seventy percent of the time, and not at all on dwarves, they are just too hard-headed to listen. 
 
    We need to be on our way as well,” I breathed out shakily, knowing this was the point of no return. “The Caerleon portal is the oldest portal that gets us anywhere east, and it’s not located inside a village, so we should have less chance of getting spotted. Donnie, it’s time to say goodbye to your wings for a while.” 
 
    I watched as his body mass shrunk and four legs became two, his long snout retracting. A few seconds later, he grinned back at me. Now what looked like a slight ten-year-old boy with flaxen hair, sandals, and a healer apprentice robe stood before me.  
 
    “Well met, Apprentice Donnie,” I said extending my hand and pulling him up onto the mare’s back behind me. He wrapped his arms around my waist and snuggled his head on my back. Dragons are surprisingly touchy/feely.  
 
    “I think we should keep the horse,” he murmured after we had ridden a few hundred yards. 
 
    “I agree, I’ve never been much of a horsewoman, but this big girl even makes me look good. She has an incredibly easy gait.” I gave her a light tap on the sides, and we started making our way to the Caerleon portal. “Besides, we can always sell her when we get to a decent-sized city.” 
 
    Beneath me, the mare reared her head and issued a dismissive snort.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Alera 
 
    The trip through the Caerleon portal was uneventful, even boring. It was a slow day, so there wasn’t any other traffic through it, and the portal guardians just ignored us as we hurried past. One of the first portals Rosa had constructed, the small wizards’ tower was situated in a grove of ancient trees with a circular road that flowed around it. Cut stone and vine encrusted, the structure looked far older than the forest around it, and some of those trees were twenty feet or more around the base. The great iron-bound doors slamming behind us made a noise like the boom of thunder after a lightning strike. Donatello and I walked through the shimmering water-like horizon of the portal leading the mare.  
 
    Heat, much more heat, hit us as soon as we exited the tower, probably thirty degrees or more warmer than Xarparion. We led the horse farther back into the trees and sat down on a log to eat our lunch and make our plans. I knew from past healer visits that the village of Caerleon was about a half mile away, but I knew next to nothing about lands beyond the village. I couldn’t even tell you how far we had come from Xarparion. It would be safest to avoid the village completely. Anyone trying to follow us would be sure to question the residents, and some townspeople might remember me personally. I relayed this to my companion as he plowed through the packed supply of picnic bacon in the basket. Even as a ten-year-old boy, he had a dragon’s appetite.  
 
    Finally, he tilted his head slightly and pointed east. “That is the direction. We should be going; time is not our friend.” 
 
    I packed up what was left of our lunch and gazed out over the landscape to the east. It just seemed to disappear in the waves of heat that were lofting above the small rises ahead. Far into the distance, clouds obscured what might be mountains. I had just climbed to my feet to reattach the basket to the mare when I heard a voice ring out clearly. 
 
    “No, NO, and Hell NO!” Donnie and I both swiveled our heads around frantically trying to find the source of the exclamation. To my dismay, standing amidst a pile of saddle trappings and bags where our mare had been standing was a familiar figure. 
 
    “Daffi! What are you doing here, and what did you do with our horse!” 
 
    The young nymph/ pooka rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Alera? You have to ask? Still, I shouldn’t wonder if this is the same pair of tactical geniuses who planned this escape. So do you have a map? A water skin? Food for a long journey? Do either of you know how to cook?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “I thought as much. And you, Donatello! Aren’t dragons supposed to be smart? Traveling is incredibly dangerous, and neither one of you appear to be very good at it.” She had her fists balled up on her hips as she marched around the two of us like one of Queen Maya’s combat instructors. 
 
    “Sorry, Aunt Daphne,” Donnie fidgeted and stared at the ground in shame, “but I just had to get out of Sky Raven, at least for a while. I’ll never become a force for good in this world if I’m kept cooped up there forever.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “You’re barely past a year old! What would you think if your friend Princess Belle suddenly strapped on armor, picked up a sword, and announced she was off to fight orcs alone? Would that be a fabulous idea in your estimation?” 
 
    “Non,” he admitted quietly.  
 
    “In our defense,” I blurted out, “we really don’t know how far away my sister is. She could be living on a farm over the next hill for all we know. And if it’s too far away, we could hire someone to take us to her…I have gold.” 
 
    Daffi grimaced. “Yes, I’m sure the bandits that strip your lovely corpse will be ever so grateful that you were well-heeled.” 
 
    “So what happens now? Are you taking us back to Sky Raven?”  
 
    Daphne’s wrath seemed to cool a little as her shoulders slumped and she stopped to run a hand fondly through Donnie’s hair. “Not necessarily. While I wouldn’t be heartbroken if you decided to chuck it all and head back to Xarparion, my instructions were to follow and assist you in finding your destiny. Although I’m pretty sure this one being along,” the druid added with a sorrowful shake of her head at the young dragon, “was unanticipated. I wouldn’t want to be either of you having to face Dawn and Dusk right about now.” 
 
    “Your instructions? From whom?” 
 
    “The Queen, of course. She tapped on my tree early this morning and told me that she was worried that you were about to do something rash. She promised to square things with Kerrik and Headmaster Hons if I kept an eye on you. Of course, she is Maya, so it’s hard to say no. Not that I probably would anyway; I can never repay her or King Alex for what they did to save Andi.” 
 
    “So you’ll help us find my sister?” I said hopefully. 
 
    “If you are intent on pursuing this. I guess you need to find closure one way or another. Maya still believes this may be a wild goose chase, but she cares deeply about you, Alera, I hope you never doubt that.” Tears of relief and gratitude were starting to fill my eyes. “That said, the obvious person for this job would have been Lady Ryliss, but of course, she left last week on one of Rosa’s tasks and only the stars know when she’ll be back. So I guess you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Daffi, you’re a good friend,” I whispered, wrapping her in my arms, only to be joined by Donnie. We clung to each other for a few moments, with the pooka finally drawing away, her eyes glistening.  
 
    “Believe me, Alera, I’ve come to realize the importance of friends. It’s still a relatively new experience for me, and I have to say I like it. Now if we are going to do this, you need to let me be in charge of travel. Ok, squirt,” she said, ruffling the dragon boy’s hair again. “Make like a donkey, you and I are going into town.” 
 
    A few hours later Daphne and Donatello trudged back to find me. Her shopping expedition must have been successful as Donnie was laden with all manner of goods. “Well, that was boring,” he grumped, finally reverting back to his human form and dropping all the packs on the ground. “She tied me up to a hitching post and went inside without me!” 
 
    “Let me clue you in, young dragon,” Daffi smirked. “Adventuring is ninety-five percent bone-crushing boredom and five percent sheer terror. A nice long, excruciatingly dusty trip is exactly what you need to develop an appreciation for those handsome wings of yours. It would be so cool if I had a winged form.” 
 
    “But you’re a druid, can’t you…?” 
 
    “Nope, the Earth Mother didn’t give me amazing shape-shifting abilities like Ryliss. I’m stuck with my pooka forms. I also can’t control the weather or summon rock elementals, I’m not much of a healer, and I can’t talk to animals any better than when I was a tree nymph. I even had to get an exemption from Hons to pass the basic earth wizard course; pretty pathetic, huh?”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound fair,” Donatello chipped in, concern showing in his human eyes. “How does she expect you to accomplish your druid duties with no extra talents?” 
 
    She chuckled as she began stuffing food and supplies into the saddlebags. “Nature is not big on being fair. She can be both glorious and supremely deadly, and fairness never enters the equation. But at least trees and shrubs still love me, and I’m starting to learn some cool stuff to do with them. The Earth Mother did free me from most of my nymph restrictions too. I don’t die if I can’t return to my tree nightly anymore. And she lets me call on her if I get into too much trouble.” Daffi winked. “Ryliss and I are part of her newest experiment.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would not enjoy being thought of as an experiment,” he huffed, handing her packages. “No one would dare treat a dragon so.” 
 
    “Ah, youthful pride. But consider this, my young golden king and honorary nephew; I know you have listened intently to Belle’s favorite storybook of how the Comets came to be. When even the Nova themselves acknowledge they are an experiment, how can we mere mortals expect to be proof against it? The Earth Mother claims this entire world as her personal laboratory.” 
 
    I winced at the thought of the Nova and their manipulations, the pain of which still left an empty hole in my chest. Before I could think on it further, Daffi finished her tasks and motioned for us both to sit down on a nearby rock. “Ok, we have a serious problem,” the pooka began. “I spoke to several locals, and between us and the eastern coast sits an immense desert region with a large mountain range directly behind it. Hundreds and hundreds of miles of heat, sand, and desolation; nothing lives out there but poisonous snakes and spiders. Donatello, unless you are sensing Alera’s twin close by, we will need to go around this area, Alera would never survive it.” Great! More lack of confidence in my abilities.  
 
    The young dragon shook his human-form head. “Alright, on to Plan B then. There is a river that runs past the town. In the really old days before the portal, the farmers in this area had to load their produce on flat-bottomed barges and float them south down this river to Woomersa, a seaport they claim is about eight days downstream. Now they no longer need to do that, so the route has fallen into disrepair. From the port, we should be able to book passage on a coastal ship to the eastern shore. All we need to do is skirt the town, head south along the river and, hopefully, find a boat.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard, should it?” 
 
    “People have regularly disappeared on the water over the years since the produce traffic has died down, so no one is taking any chances.”  
 
    “Why can’t we just follow along the river on foot?” I asked nervously. Swimming had never been one of my strong points. 
 
    “From what I learned, it’s mostly nasty fens on both sides all the way down to the port. There was a road at one point utilized when they used teams of oxen to drag the barges back upstream, but it’s long since sunken into the marsh. One old gentleman I spoke with used to hunt down along the river when he was a boy, and he claimed even then it was a terrifying place to be at night…wailing banshees, will-o-the-wisps, and misshapen trolls of all kinds.” By this time, Donnie had climbed on my lap and tugged my arms around him as we listened to her tale. “But the very worst are the black-as-night swamp creatures that relentlessly prowl the banks, searching…searching…” 
 
    “Searching?” Donatello squeaked. 
 
    Daffi leaned toward us meaningfully. “Yes, searching with their fire red eyes!” she cackled her own dark orbs flashing molten fire as she lunged toward us. Donnie yelped and kicked back so hard his skull slammed into my chin, and both of us fell backward off the log we were sitting on. In the ensuing jumble of arms and legs, I was stepped on several times as our healer robes tangled together and we both ended up sprawled indignantly on our faces in the leaf litter. I gritted my teeth and finally found my feet, turning to glare at the pooka. 
 
    “Daffi!”  
 
    “Sorry,” the young spiky-haired terrorist gasped, her hands on her knees trying to acquire enough air to refill her lungs from the hysterical laughter that nearly toppled her to the ground, as well. “It’s a pooka thing, what can I say?” She paused to help Donnie back up on the log. For his part, the young dragon was now watching her warily. “Anyway, I wasn’t lying about the banshees and other stuff. So floating gently down the river sounds like the safest route for us. Oh, that reminds me…” She dug through some more of the newly acquired packs and started pulling out clothes and tossing them to us. A woman’s doublet, leggings, leather belt and short boots to replace my sandals landed at my feet. Donnie received a roughly woven over-shirt, leggings and boots as well. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She grinned. “Your healer robes would be perfectly appropriate to stroll casually through towns and country lanes, but they will only get you tripped up and killed in the wilds. Put them on; it’s time to go. Unless you’re ready to give up and go home?”  
 
    “You scare us like that again, and I will be ready to offer that option to you alone,” I growled. “We came here to find my sister, and it’s high time we got started.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Mason asked skeptically, as he and I dangled our feet over the roofline of the crumbling wooden slumlord building scarcely a hundred yards from our quarry. I glanced at him, automatically assessing his commitment level. For the first time, it registered that he seemed to have aged considerably since I recruited him two years ago. I’d like to think that I had no part in that transformation, but I knew the life that I had led him through these past two years was wearing, both physically and mentally. Most people on the street looking at the wizard would see a reasonably fit, but haggard, late middle-aged man, dressed in nondescript street garb – broadloom pants, shirt, and wide belt. Ninety percent of those same people would never give him a second look passing on the street, and in that lay his brilliance. 
 
    “Mason, we’ve been over the plan a hundred or more times.” 
 
    “Yes, but something seems different this time, more dangerous, more final.” I mentally kicked myself. Damn, I had forgotten that one of the things that made any good thief successful was a healthy dose of intuition. “I still don’t see why you don’t just go in through the palace and, you know, do what you do to the guards, pick the vault door and be done with it.” He fumbled with the wording, trying to describe something that he barely understood. Uncomfortably, I shuffled my weight; the roof tiles were far from soft. Even more uncomfortable was the realization that my accomplice was starting to know far too much about me. It made what I was about to do a bit more justified in my mind. 
 
    Returning my attention to the alleyway below us and the passing patrols of footmen in heavy armor, I replied, “There are thirty elite palace guards protecting the treasure corridor at all times. I had to pay out a small fortune to barmaids and prostitutes to learn that the only job of ten of those guards is to circulate around some kind of inner core structure at all times. Only the king himself is allowed past their positions. The mobile guards are exchanged roughly every two hours on some randomized schedule that only the guard commander understands. The stationary guard force bars the main door against all intruders. According to my information, there is no vault door per say; or if there is, it is housed inside this mysterious core structure. 
 
    “It’s possible that all of that is merely window dressing and the real treasure trove lies hidden in an arcane pocket, heavily trapped and warded, accessible only from within. I did find a particularly interesting old manuscript that implied that even before there was a village in this now city’s location; temples to elder gods were common in this island chain. And an ancient wizards’ tower sat on this very spot. This could well be my greatest challenge yet!” I grinned in anticipation. “Besides thirty guards are thirty guards…”  
 
    Mason snorted. “Remember, I have seen you fight when cornered m’lady. Even without your powers, I would have to think hard about betting the outcome between you and thirty guardsmen. I have never seen your match with a pair of daggers. And with your special gifts? You slew an entire village of goblins that time we…umm…‘liberated’ that stolen payroll wagon from the Stoneflayer #6 mine.”  
 
    “Goblins have especially weak minds. However, I would have let them keep their ill-gotten treasure if it were not for the human children they had stolen to devour at their celebration feast. I shed no tears for goblins. The guardsmen in the palace, however, have families and children of their own. Thanks to the Lifebane, there are enough orphans in this world already, Mason, I will not casually add to those numbers. Besides,” I chuckled and punched him playfully on the arm, “anyone can sneak past a few dozen human guards and pinch some jewels. This heist will be something talked about in the Seven Kingdoms for years!” 
 
    “The Seven Kingdoms?...Try the entire world!” He grinned impishly. “Hell, no one in history has found a way in and plundered all seven royal treasuries, in order, going south to north, and all within a three-year span at that.” He stopped and looked at me, and I saw out of the corner of my eye that he was mentally debating something, his head seesawing back and forth. Finally, his curiosity must have gotten the better of him as he whispered, “Why Gem? Why do you care about stolen children or the well being of the guards? Where is the profit in that?”  
 
    I sighed, and reaching into my small shoulder bag, retrieved an apple. A slight flicking motion of my wrist slapped a small but lethal dagger directly into my gloved palm. The knife bisected the piece of fruit effortlessly, as it was honed well beyond ordinary sharpness. Handing Mason half, I bit into the other and pondered his words. He had grown up with real parents to shelter him; he had no concept of the helplessness of a child abandoned and alone in this world. I couldn’t even begin to describe it. No, it wouldn’t do to break a personal rule about revealing too much to anyone, even someone I considered a friend. I had learned mental discipline if nothing else in the filthy slum wastes where I began my life.  
 
    Still, it was a fair question to answer in my own mind if nowhere else. Why? It wasn’t the fame. Many know of my deeds, the infamous Gem Duster, master thief, but virtually none know my face. I work hard at being a ghost. The treasure? Not really, it’s more of measuring stick by which I gauge my success. The truth be known, I give most of it away to those who need it more than I. What little I do keep, I plow back into my favorite investment, keeping myself alive, whether that requires me to learn a new language or study speech patterns that allow me to easily assume the voice of anyone from the lowest guttersnipe to landed nobility. Not that physical arts were ignored either; weapons training, of course, strength and endurance. I even joined a traveling circus for the better part of a year to learn the art of an acrobat. Between endeavors, I went back to school. Rubbing elbows with the young scions of wealthy merchant houses during the day and robbing their fat warehouses at night. The savage grin on my face told Mason nothing at all about what he was seeking, he shrugged and grew quiet.  
 
    We went back to timing the patrols in the dirty alleyways below. The smell of rotten seafood and emptied chamber pots rose unwelcomed even this high above the squalor. Here and there, a fish wife carted a wheelbarrow of porgy past the decaying buildings to the market a few blocks to the south. The occasional heavily-cloaked prostitute or opium seller scurried back to wherever they spent the daylight hours, like roaches escaping the sun. And still, the footmen marched around and around the grand palace. Our view wasn’t even the front of the place. No, we were at the far rear of the lofty structure but, even so, security was tight. This was obviously a show palace, not heavily fortified like a true castle. Built for beauty by previous rulers who could appreciate such finery, it was still an imposing structure. A main courtyard flanked by magnificent gardens, the palace itself, and four tall arrow-like towers caught the eye impressively. 
 
    “By the gods, they have this place trussed up like a tournament goose,” Mason muttered. 
 
    “Detronius is not a well-loved king by his subjects. The guards are not only to protect his overstuffed treasury but his royal ass, as well. Supposedly, he was a decent enough ruler in his younger days, but in the last few years, the people say he’s changed. The sudden unexplained deaths of his queen and their son, the heir apparent, haven’t set well with the populace. When he disbanded his own council of advisors, stalwarts who had been with him since he was a boy…well…people started to whisper that he’s gone mad.  
 
    Mad or not, he would be a fool not to realize that his precious horde is the last on the list of the seven. He will be expecting me. We should get down there; the urchins I paid to create a diversion should be starting soon.” 
 
    “So our lives depend on mere street urchins now, do they?” Mason growled. 
 
    “Urchins know every sewer cover, dark alley, and hidden passage of their city. They study every guardsperson’s habits, favorite bribe, foibles, the mistress he hides from his wife, and virtually everyone’s business. Word travels quicker in their ranks than the fastest royal messenger. I was one of them once.” 
 
    “You, my lady?” Mason looked aghast. 
 
    “Not all of us were born to the privileged life of wizards, Master Mason,” I said, perhaps letting a trace of hidden bitterness seep out. “Now, let’s get this done.” 
 
    We retreated away from the edge of the roof and silently made our way down to street level. The halls serving the slumlord’s building were thankfully deserted this early in the morning. The recently well-oiled back door made no sound as we slipped out. I led the way, anyone peering out of the windows above us would have been hard-pressed to see anything more than a gentle movement of early morning shadows taking their positions.  
 
    Shouts of alarm suddenly wrecked the morning’s peace as a commotion at the main gates drew most of the patrols thundering away in a snit. A slight furrowing of my brow and the few guards still stationed at the outpost corners leaned back heavily against the stone wall behind them, a glazed look upon their faces. We strolled casually right past two of them and neither so much as blinked. 
 
    “I’ll never get used to that,” Mason said in awe.  
 
    “Don’t worry, it will all get much easier soon,” I breathed, my attention on the portion of stone wall that I had spent weeks pacing off and measuring meticulously. There it was, and I pointed to a slight dot of black on the otherwise uniform gray basalt. It was above my head, and I would have to jump to touch it normally.  
 
    Mason stepped in front of me and put his hands on the cold surface of the stone, his eyes closed in deep concentration. “It’s thick…very thick, the passage I create won’t be very large if you expect me to penetrate all the way through.” 
 
    “Do it,” I hissed, becoming nervous, the sounds of the disturbance on the other side of the palace were starting to fade. A few seconds later he cast the spell, and with a mild grinding groan, the stone parted, and a roughly rectangular opening appeared in the wall above me, barely big enough to slide my hips through. I nodded in appreciation, adding my own contribution. A few seconds later and, to all outside appearances, the entry hole melded over and was completely gone. “Well done, Mason,” I said, turning to face him. I touched his cheek affectionately. “Now your job is done and mine begins.” 
 
    He looked at me, and his tired old eyes took on a new clarity. “I’m not going to remember you or any of this tomorrow, am I?”  
 
    I forced myself to smile brightly. “Old memories are best forgotten. Besides, when you return home, you’ll find a box filled with gold under your bed. You and your wife will be far too busy deciding which grandchildren to spoil first with your new found wealth. Goodbye, my friend. 
 
    “One last question,” he whispered urgently. “In these past two years, I have seen you as innumerable women; young and old, beautiful and plain, a man several times, even a half-orc once…have I ever seen the real you?” 
 
    That was a question I couldn’t answer because I scarcely knew it myself. I reached up and closed his grizzled mouth with the tip of my finger as his gaze became unfocused. “Go home to Garavenno.” I stretched up and breathed in his ear, “And think no more of this.” He half staggered off, suddenly righting himself and looking around as if wondering how he came to be in this spot. He failed to notice me standing right where he had left me and a slight salty tear traced its way down my cheek. Abruptly, he came to his new senses and shuffled hurriedly off around a corner.  
 
    I bounced up and caught the lip of the shielded passage and pulled myself up, allowing my feet to dangle over the edge as I took one last memorizing look at the morning sunlight. A few breaths of air and I folded myself inside. Behind me, the tunnel mouth shimmered closed and appeared to have never existed at all, as the dazed guards gave a start and straightened up from their daydreams of more pleasant times.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    Mason had been right, the passageway was dangerously tight. Slithering forward on my elbows there was almost no way to minimize my contact with the rough stone. The noise created sounded as loud as a rockslide to my sensitive ears. Fortunately, my armor, which was my most prized possession, toned it down considerably. The smooth snakeskin eased my progress along like a greased carriage wheel.  
 
    Nearing the back side of the twenty-five-foot wall, I slowed considerably, listening for footsteps. They came with startling regularity. Gauging the last footfalls to be receding, I slipped a small mirror from my headband and angled it to show me the situation. Mason’s tunnel had fortunately passed through the stone barrier within a few inches of the plan. 
 
    I was flat on my stomach and perhaps the height of two tall men above the narrow catwalk that the guards used to patrol the inner sanctum. High enough so that the mouth of my entry passage probably wouldn’t be noticed. Humans, especially those in familiar surroundings, rarely look up above their heads. Torches placed every twenty-five feet or so illuminated the metal walkway, but beyond that, the light failed to penetrate into the great chasm that stretched from the rail of the catwalk across to yet another wall perhaps thirty feet beyond. I paused for a moment studying the far wall. To my eye, it radiated antiquity like few other structures I could remember. Unlike the castle walls, it had visible evidence of calcified shell and coral-like fronds encased in the massive blocks of crumbling limestone. It was as if the structure had been raised from the sea floor itself at the beginning of time. 
 
    Crap, looks like that wizards’ tower rumor was true. They somehow built the palace around and over the wretched thing. I didn’t want to let my imagination run wild thinking about what probably waited for the unfortunate thief who might end up falling to the bottom of that chasm. One good thing, my vantage point appeared to be somewhat level with the top floor. The ceiling and the towers crenellations were almost flush. But someone had blocked and filled all the spaces between the heavy stone plinths. I would guess there was probably a door up there somewhere, but it wouldn’t be quiet or easy to get to. That only left me the few narrow windows, really more like arrow slits, around the circular upper floor. None of the openings were large enough to admit a normal human being. 
 
    I withdrew a little further into the tunnel to think. The deck was stacked in the house’s favor, that much was certain. Sighing, I slipped a gloved hand over my shoulder and into a small backpack that nestled between my shoulder blades, retrieving a handful of dismantled metal parts. Meticulously, as if I had done it a thousand times in the dark – which I had, I put the device back into its original design. A few moments later, I was holding a dwarf artisan-made crossbow.  
 
    Several more achingly slow contortionist moves netted me a serrated metal quarrel from my boot and a length of braided spider silk rope that attached together with practiced ease. The crossbow at the ready, I slid another device out of a thigh pouch. Expanding the metal framework, I placed it alongside me in the tunnel and cranked the small handle until it had braced itself firmly between the top and bottom of the allowed space. I gave it a quiet shake, satisfied that it would hold. Dwarf master crafters didn’t come cheap, but their work was undeniably the best available on this world. That is, unless you counted items created by Enchanters. Damn wizards were bad enough, but Enchanters were the most dangerous of the lot to someone with my skill sets. Thankfully, I had heard they were almost extinct. Silently, I prayed to Celyse, hoping that whoever built this tower innumerable millennia ago, wasn’t one of them.  
 
    Pulling my attention back to the deed at hand, I crawled forward and searched for a target. None of the angles were ideal for a shot of this type; I would just have to hope the spike would center and hold. Realizing that the crossbow and resulting quarrel strike would make a lot of noise, I double checked and readied my equipment. Satisfied I slid my hand inside my armor between my breasts and grasped a small warm bundle that I had secreted there earlier. The young rat was still hypnotized, and I had to stretch his body out and rub the circulation back into his joints before he realized his peril and started to squirm. Happy with his recovery, I gave him a pat for luck and reaching out, dropped him straight down onto the catwalk below. Tenement rats are resilient creatures and survivors without peer; I wasn’t concerned that the fall would harm him much. I heard him land, and the scratching of his claws on the metal surface as he skittered away testified that he was undamaged.  
 
    Now all I had to do was ready myself and wait.  
 
    I felt a stirring in the layers of my armor and a mental hiss whisper in my brain. That usually meant that Cloud was uneasy with whatever I was about to do. Not an uncommon occurrence in my line of work; he is a bit of a worrier. Early in my career, I spent some time tracking down old structures of importance and exploring them, making a few finds which earlier delvers had missed. That experience really pressed home the advantages of being able to read and understand ancient and obscure texts and glyphs. A learning addiction I continue to exercise to this day. Ultimately, I gave up the dungeon delving as a means of making a living. It was just too hazardous and time-consuming compared to the relatively easy pickings of city life. 
 
    I suppressed a chuckle as I remembered hanging white-knuckled from a half rotten set of boards dangling over a dry, abandoned cistern. The collapse of the ancient floor had been unexpected and only quick reflexes and luck had saved me from serious injury. The wooden planks that had fallen thirty feet below had disturbed a massive colony of quill beetles which scurried around buzzing in anger. Chattering and flaring their sharp appendages, they would attack anything that moved. A single contact from one of their poison-laced quills would make a person deathly sick, but a dozen or more would be fatal. I was about to carefully hoist myself back up and leave while I was still intact when a stray beam of evening sun pierced down into darkness hitting the north wall of the cellar. I don’t know what made me look, but glancing over, something caught my eye. High on the fitted stone wall not visible from the floor below me, a glint of muted metal reflected. Curious, I went hand over hand and dangled closer. It was a release keyway. I recognized the purpose if not the design. A device like that went out of vogue centuries before with the advent of true warded locks and were now only referenced in archaic architectural writings. Whatever it was guarding had to be old and possibly valuable. Giddy with anticipation, I forced myself to leave that night and come back the next day in the hopes that the beetles had settled down.  
 
    What I found behind the concealed stone was a flat metal box. It contained carefully folded layers of preserved leathery hide between parchments of some kind. That the skin was high-level magic in some way was never in question, just touching it made it sparkle and a finger drawn across its surface encouraged small stars of light to follow like obedient ducklings.  
 
    It took me a week and the chore of finding a place so remote and impossibly secure that even I wasn’t paranoid about it before I laid it out in its entirety on a long wooden table. Human patterned, I couldn’t find a seam or a stitch mark anywhere. It appeared to be some kind of snakeskin, the species, however, escaped me. Finally throwing caution to the wind, I cautiously stretched the neckline wider and slipped my feet and legs through. Arms followed, and then the leather settled like a cool hand over my shoulders and seemed to shrink to conform to my shape. 
 
    The next thing I remember was a crushing weight around my chest and body, all the way down to my ankles. A massive triangular-shaped mottled head attached to a body as thick as my thigh slowly rose up and malevolently peered into my eyes. The fact that I was hanging upside down from a massive rainforest tree hundreds of feet off the ground was unsettling, as well. My mind screamed illusion, but if it was, it was a darn good one. The cloying stickiness of the humid air and the leaf-cutter ant sprinting across my ear attested to that. 
 
    A series of images flashed into my mind, that of a stuffy old man in an archaic robe carrying a wand of some type. This individual trudged along apparently not paying attention until he fell into a hole. The last picture was looking down into the pit, and the old wizard(?) was shown dead. 
 
    So what was I to make of this? The snake didn’t like careless wizards? Or that the snake didn’t like wizards at all. 
 
    “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I don’t like wizards either,” I mentally whispered, afraid to try and take a full breath. I knew from books that when your lungs deflated, a real constrictor would cinch down tight and that lung full of air would be your last. 
 
    As if reading my mind, the pressure on my chest increased slightly in agreement and then eased off. The next scene to appear in my head was that of a shaggy wolf-like dog, its head cocked sideways as if confused. A picture of me clothed in the same robes as the old wizard was wearing appeared. 
 
    “Oh, no, don’t go lumping me in with them!” I hissed. “I work for a living.” 
 
    The same dog picture appeared, this time followed by a picture of a couple of heavily-armed footmen at first alert and on duty. Next, they were slumped against each other sound asleep. The following scenes showed me furtively sneaking past them into a paymaster’s office and leaving with a large bag of coins. 
 
    “Okay…well…work is subjective, don’t you think?” I actually sensed a measure of approval from the pictures showing the theft. A scene appeared of a young snake with similar markings as my captor stealing and swallowing eggs from a huge bird’s nest. That remembrance seemed to provide my elongated friend with a great deal of satisfaction, and that mood shift bled over into my head.  
 
    However, when the pictures of the two guards reappeared, the goodwill evaporated. Hmmm…he, and I began to think of him as male, didn’t seem to mind me being a thief. But he did not seem to like what I did to the guards. Again, he squeezed slightly, and the picture of me in the wizard’s robes reappeared. 
 
    “By Celyse’s golden toes, I told you I’m no wizard! That stuff I do with people’s minds is just a talent of some kind. I don’t even know how to explain it; I’ve just always had it! But it’s not any kind of wizard discipline I’ve ever heard of, and believe me, I’ve researched it!” 
 
    Again the dog picture as he paused to think about it. Whatever ability he was using on me, he must have been able to look into my mind and see that I wasn’t lying. Eventually he loosened his coils enough to allow me a full breath. Cautiously, I sent my mind into his to see if I could make him release me entirely. I got in only as far as the shallow communication layer of consciousness, and then the door was slammed shut hard. Whatever this creature was, it in no way employed human thought processes. 
 
    The next picture showed me removing the steel box containing the skin from the cellar’s hiding place, blowing off the dust, and peaking inside. This seemed to be a positive to the snake, and I received views showing a regressive blur of seasons since the box was last opened. Then it was followed by a picture showing only darkness. 
 
    “So a wizard put you in the box and left you there, and you’re lonely?” I ventured. 
 
    A stab of annoyance pierced my brain. The next series of views almost made me lose my lunch. The snake, living its life happy and free in the rainforest only to be summoned and transported far from its treetops by a powerful mage. Ritually gutted but not dead, the meat and muscle were stripped away from the living body as the mage ruthlessly imprisoned the creature’s consciousness into the skin itself. I didn’t think mere pictures could communicate pain, but this was beyond suffering as I knew it, and I had seen a lot. 
 
    There was a long pause as if he was lost in thought. My own thoughts were racing too, that scene he had shown me didn’t seem like normal wizard magic to me. Even fire mages weren’t that inhuman. I’m no expert, but this had the stench of demonic magic written all over it. This creature had no way of differentiating the disciplines and blamed all human magic users equally. The mage in question probably created this abomination of a suit for some spy or assassin and for whatever reason, it was never delivered. 
 
    Cloud, as I began calling him, finally released me, and I woke up on the floor of my temporary hideout still wearing the suit.  
 
    He has been my staunchest defender ever since. It’s been ten years since we found each other and he still surprises me with some of the stuff he is capable of. I did find out from research that cloud boas are considered extinct in the wild. It was another sad example of an arcane species that petered out when the magic to our world dried up. So even if he wasn’t a bound spirit, there’s really no home left to go back to. Thankfully, he seems to like me, or feels obligated, or just finds my lifestyle interesting. 
 
    With a squeeze, Cloud brought me out of my daydream and back to the here and now. A pair of patrolling guards had just passed underneath me, and their footsteps had dissipated when I heard shouting from quite a distance down the passage. 
 
    Immediately, the air was filled with raucous shouting and booming sounds. Loud stomping impacts on the metal catwalk attested to the fact that my little rodent friend had been seen and was in the process of running for his life. I crept forward with my crossbow, took careful aim and fired. 
 
    The tethered bolt shot across distance and struck the wall of the tower, sinking a few inches into its face not far from one of the arrow slits. A blast of powdered shell and lime exploded along with the dart, cascading down the structure’s face. I was grateful there weren’t any guards within viewing distance as I hadn’t expected that. I tested the tether; at least it seemed to have found a decent amount of purchase. Pulling up the slack and knotting it off, I now had a functional, if very thin, tightrope across to work with.  
 
    Edging out, I checked both directions for guards, but they still seemed preoccupied for the moment. Crossing my booted feet over the line, I tilted my body and slipped down fully on the spider silk. My feet and hands were above, with my body below the tether. Cloud’s snakeskin was so smooth, it produced no friction at all as I hand-over-handed myself away from my wall and out over the metal walkway. Clearing the rail, I got my first real look at the abyss between the tower and walkway. Another advantage of the snake suit was an amalgamation of visions; infrared, inhuman smell and taste inputs that in effect let me see in the dark. Far below was a jumble of razor-sharp, crystalline shards that glittered evilly even with the small amount of light that reached its depths. I felt Cloud boost my modest human senses with his, and it revealed other things moving relentlessly across the floor, squishing their black amorphous bodies between the sharp edges. 
 
    “Spite jellies,” I muttered silently and received an affirming squeeze from my armor. “This just gets better all the time.” Not much is known about the creatures, other than they were not living animals as we know them. Some texts suggested that they weren’t even of our world. What was undisputed was that their touch would instantly crystallize your blood near the affected area, and you either died instantly or merely required amputation of the unfortunate appendage. The effects were irreversible. So falling into the moat would be a very bad idea. If you lived through the impalement on the spikes, the jellies would most certainly finish you off. I shivered just thinking about it, but I was already past the point of turning back. 
 
    I felt a change in my armor and another squeeze that froze me instantly. Cloud had willed us nearly transparent. Just in time too as a pair of guards marched into sight. Dangling twenty feet above their heads out over the moat, I would be a sitting duck if they noticed me. But I wasn’t particularly worried; as long as I didn’t make a sound or move violently, my suit would shield me from anything short of intense observation. 
 
    The guards seemed to be in a good mood as they slowed to a stop, laughing and talking right underneath me. The rat diversion must have been the most fun they’d had all night. A few moments later, they moved on and soon disappeared around the body of the tower keeping to their patrol schedule.  
 
    Silently, I pulled myself the rest of the way across until my head nearly bumped the ancient stone. The nearest window was three feet to my left and only about the span of four fingers wide; much too narrow for any human. Fortunately, Cloud and I have a workaround for that. Pulling myself up on top of the silk line, I gingerly found my footing on the thin material, using the tower wall for stability.  
 
    I took a deep, cleansing breath and opened my mind. Restricting tightness, followed by a bit of pain, and then Cloud was in total control of my body. My left hand stretched far beyond the limits of my skeletal structure and undulated across to the window. Slipping inside, I felt it wrap around itself into a muscular ball and began pulling. My flesh magically stretched out and transformed into the body of a large thin snake. At first, I was focused on dragging the rest of me through the impossibly tight window slit. But a harsh scraping sound within alerted me just in time to notice a stocky stone biped with a huge axe take a swing at my head! 
 
    Crap! A Golem? Really?  
 
    Thankfully, Cloud’s reactions in these situations were usually better than mine, but even he barely dodged the first blow that shattered chunks out of the tower’s floor. At this point, I was dangling half in and half out of the window. My tail section flailed about madly, while my front half and head tried to avoid death by sharpened granite. I knew I had only seconds before the next patrol was due on the catwalk, probably sooner if they heard the noise, and there was no way they could miss a fifteen-foot snake butt thrashing wildly about. 
 
    The golem reared back to take another chop, and instinct pushed me to tuck and roll. In human form, I would have known how to make my muscles do exactly what I needed. I could only hope the nerves in a snake worked the same way. Dislocate and expand a few dozen ribs and I should be good to go, right? My head darted down to the pavers drawing more body along with it. Once past the arc and on my way back up I used every bit of strength available to blast forward and back around again. I felt the last of my hind section elongate and then snap through the narrow window like a bird stretching a worm out of a hole. 
 
    As the end of my tail shot past me, I had the presence of mind to snag it with my jaws and hold on tight. With Cloud’s help, the muscles in my body locked into a round pattern, and I rolled wobbling across the large room like a wheel off a broken wagon axle. 
 
    The golem seemed momentarily confused by what had happened, as I tried to steer but ended up teetering wildly in a great uneven circle around the room. By the third lap around I was getting the hang of the view while spinning. Luckily, the room was largely empty, so there were few items to run into. A few pieces of decrepit furniture, some moth-eaten rugs, and stairs leading up and down pretty much summed it up. And, of course, the stone creature that was trying to kill me! 
 
    It was actually quite quick on the straight-aways, but my jerky movements and inconsistent steering kept it off balance as it chased me relentlessly around the entire floor. It was inevitable that one of us had to make a mistake in this macabre dance. I couldn’t stop and reassume my human form because that would take too long, and the golem couldn’t catch the hoop snake that befuddled him. As fate would have it, he made the first mistake. His foot landed on a spindle from a busted chair which acted like a roller and threw him off balance. Its arms windmilled comically as feet flew over what served for a head and the axe slipped from its grasp. He hit the stone floor hard enough to shake the tower.  
 
    The axe sailed forward and hit the wall directly in front of me, bounced back and struck me a glancing blow. I was having enough problems steering at speed as it was. The axe handle diverted me at just the wrong instant, and by the time I recovered, it was too late. The stone steps leading down opened up in front of me like the maw of an angry dragon. 
 
    I can’t say I am proud of the undignified sounds I made as I bounced painfully over every curving stone step on the way down. When my mind cleared at the bottom, I was back in the form I was born in, my head and shoulders flat on the cold stone floor and my hips above me propped against a heavy metal bound door. Extracting myself from the pretzel formation, I flipped over onto my knees and finally got my feet where they belonged. I listened for pursuit, but everything above me was again blissfully silent. 
 
    “Huh, it must have been bound to protect that one area only,” I mused aloud as I began examining the door and pulling out my lockpicks.  
 
    Three hours later and eight levels lower, I finally took a brief breather and listened to the insistent warnings that my subconscious was relentlessly trying to beat into my skull. Something was not right. I was pretty sure this section of the tower was well below ground level, but there was still no sign of any treasure room or even regular passage of anyone moving through. 
 
    Getting here, I had already encountered three doors with explosive glyphs, a poisoned dart floor plate, zombie glacier scorpions, and half a dozen irritable salamanders spelled into a ceramic chamber pot.  
 
    Cloud sent me a picture showing the two of us leaving in the direction we had come, and I got the feeling that was a positive thing in his estimation. Still, failure didn’t sit well in my mind, and my ego had to take this particular moment to raise its blocky, oversized head. 
 
    “One more floor, and if that doesn’t pan out, we go back,” I muttered. I had traversed yet another clockwise rotation of steps descending even further into the earth. The metal shrouded door in front of me yielded easily to my lock mastery as I cautiously pushed it open. It was perhaps a twenty by twenty square room with another closed door directly across from me. However, the floor was sunken somewhat lower than the door frame and appeared to be flooded with a thick inky black liquid.  
 
    “Well, I don’t like the looks of that at all.” Cautiously, I took a metal spike out of my small pack and dipped it in. Nothing happened. I extended the spike down until I hit the solid floor below; it was about four inches deep. Bringing the spike back I examined it for damage. Finding none, I dripped a few drops on the leather strap of my pack, half expecting it to sizzle with some form of acid. Still nothing. Damn, now I wish I hadn’t used that rat. Touching just the tiniest portion of the liquid to the skin of my arm, I waited to see if there was a reaction. Ten minutes later, my skin was still whole and non-itchy; it appeared to be nothing more harmful than particularly murky water.  
 
    Still, that dark viscous fluid could be hiding something ominous. I tossed a piece of hard biscuit out into the middle of the room and watched carefully for a swirl or any wave that would indicate movement of any kind. Nope, it just floated there serenely. I wished I had another bolt for the crossbow and additional cordage, but I had only brought the one set, and it was still stretched over the chasm eight floors above and guarded by a golem. I took another look at the situation, the walls lacked any surface features to grab so climbing around the room that way was out, likewise the ceiling. 
 
    It looks like wading was the only way across. My best guess was that there were some pressure plates hidden under that opaque water, and stepping on one would trigger something extremely unpleasant so I would have to proceed cautiously. Retreating back up the stairs a bit, I retrieved a burned out torch end about four feet long. Tapping the stick through the water like a blind man, I took my first hesitant step into the liquid.  
 
    Cloud hissed uneasily, but then calmed immediately as my armor sealed up to protect me from contact with the black water. I stood there for a few minutes observing my surroundings and waiting for any indication of danger. The second foot was trouble free as well, so I began inching my way through the black water across the floor, probing constantly with the torch shaft. I took an indirect route toward the second door in the hope that whatever trap lay within was rigged for the inattentive. 
 
    At just about the halfway point, it happened. 
 
    I felt my skin tight suit tense up like it was preparing for a blow as a swirl of arcane magic swept across the room. Suddenly, I couldn’t move my feet!  
 
    It’s not that I was paralyzed; I could still wiggle my toes inside my boots, but they were held firm from above my ankles. The torch handle that I was using was stuck in the water as well. Except it wasn’t water anymore, it had transformed into flawless obsidian stone. My feet were encased in the stuff! Then I heard a grinding groan of stone on stone as the entire room’s floor began to sink. Not only did it sink, but as soon as the obsidian plate had dropped a couple inches below its former level, drain mouths were revealed. Twisting to gain a look from my vantage point I could see that they circled the entire room. Water began trickling out of the drains then turned to a torrent as each of them began spewing stinking water. 
 
    Within seconds, the surface of the obsidian floor was flooded. The spray was so violent I felt like I was standing next to a waterfall, and it got into my eyes and mouth distracting me from my escape. 
 
    One inch…five inches…the floor continued to sink at an alarming rate, and the water level kept rising to keep pace. The rock around my ankles was sealed tight and gave nothing back to my struggles. There was no wiggle room at all; I couldn’t even squeeze the blade of my smallest dagger between. This was becoming more problematical every second as the water now reached my waist and the geysers pounded me relentlessly at chest level. 
 
    Cloud began forcing the change on me as I felt my neck and arms begin to tighten and elongate. I was fortunate cloud boas are rainforest creatures, and water holds no particular fear for them; however, even they need to breathe. 
 
    I had hoped dissolving my legs and feet into a single sinuous tail would free me. But somehow the contact with the magical obsidian seemed to negate the shape change where it touched. So my human feet still held me firm, while my calves and above blended into snake. 
 
    By now, the water level was above where my human head would have been, and the floor continued to sink. Cloud, in his original form was twenty feet in length, so all I needed to do was stretch out and float my spear-shaped head on the turbulent surface to remain breathing. Still, I had to fight down a panic attack and force myself to become calm. What if it didn’t stop? In my human body, I would already be drowning! 
 
    I held my breath and forced my head under the surface, quickly poking around the walls to see if there was a lever or anything to stop this mad ride. I didn’t find a lever, but the top of an ornate doorway was revealed as the floor slid further down. This gave me some hope as even the most crazed of builders normally don’t strand a door high up on a wall. Twisting to the surface, my legs still pinned, I came up for air. 
 
    Perhaps a minute later, the floor settled to a stop. Thanks to Cloud’s enormous length I still had my head out of the water and could breathe at least. But all I could do was to bob there and wait. Ten long minutes later, much longer than any humanoid could be expected to hold their breath, the water shut off and started to recede, but the floor remained in place. 
 
    When it reached the level of my boot tops, I felt the magical entrapment on my feet begin to loosen, and I retreated from Cloud’s form back to my own.  
 
    I was now standing in a stone-walled room with a single doorway before me. Looking up, I could see the edge of the upper room and its ceiling high above me as I pondered my situation. 
 
    Cloud was doggedly sending me increasingly demanding mental pictures showing me turning back the direction that I came. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that would be the smart thing to do,” I growled, still a little shaken from my near death experience. But still the thought of leaving without so much as a gold piece to show for it rankled. The door in front of me was the first door I had found in this god-cursed tower that had any kind of decoration or finesse to it at all.  
 
    My lock picks appeared unbidden in my hand, attracting Cloud’s ire even more. 
 
    “Just one quick peek, my friend,” I whispered, kneeling and setting to work. The mechanism was hundreds of years old and pretty primitive so it yielded easily. Putting away my tools, I drew a dagger and slid my body around the wall so that only my hand and one eye were exposed. A slight push and the door swung open silently. That alone raised an eyebrow as I would have expected a loud creak or a grind at least. 
 
    Still, nothing came charging out at me. Cloud’s senses detected no heat shapes or movements so I cautiously moved around the edge of the wall and took a quick look into the room. Square shaped again, but this chamber had a door on each face, including the one I had just stepped through. Wisdom forced me to make a quiet circuit of the room, stopping to listen intently at each of the doors. I briefly considered spiking the doors closed, but I wasn’t taking any chances with the noise that would create. Finally judging I had done everything prudent, I turned my attention to the rest of the room. 
 
    A few ratty old tapestries adorned the spaces between the doorframes, and a similarly designed rug flattened by years of use lay in the center. However, as if to mock me, a very large steel-banded wooden chest squatted silently on top of the rug centrally dominating the space. 
 
    I took a few moments to assess the situation and search my senses and powers for any sights, sounds or mental processes in the vicinity. Nothing seemed amiss; I silently stalked around the chest, examining it from all angles. The lock was ancient, and the gold filigree and minor gems worked into intricate designs across the top and sides spoke of treasures from the deep past. 
 
    Eagerly, I knelt down and fished a thin metal edgeless blade from a holder in my sleeve. Slipping the blade between the lid and chest walls I walked it around the entire circumference of the box. Concentrating my sensitivities, alert for the slightest bit of resistance, I performed the task three times before I was satisfied there were no depressed studs or wires to trigger an unsavory trap. 
 
    Reversing the handle on the small probe, I ran the fingers of one hand over the top of the chest with my eyes closed, checking for minute depressions. With the other, I tapped quietly, feeling the sound penetrating the wood and hearing its resonations report the thickness of the oak below. Still, nothing screamed anything but storage container. 
 
    Next, I reluctantly pulled the face covering of my armor down and took a test sniff of the air around the box. Pulling back occasionally to clear my nasal passages only to move in closer, testing and withdrawing. Poisonous gas traps weren’t that common; however, the soft clay that most trap masters used to seal in the gas was somewhat permeable and often leaked just enough over time to reveal its true nature. No gas was evident; however whatever was inside didn’t exactly smell pleasant, more like decay.  
 
    The lock was a joke, more for show than anything, and it tripped with a gratifying click. A small pry bar that I carried found its way into my hand, as I licked my lips nervously. Sliding the iron under the lid and careful to keep my hands out of the way of any possible needle or scything actions, I popped the chest’s lid. 
 
    A few inches up and still no disaster. Once again I forced myself to reevaluate my situation and double check my surroundings, everything was as quiet as a tomb. I could feel Cloud tensing within my suit, nothing specific but still full of concern. 
 
    I flipped it open all the way, at the same time jumping back and to the side. The heavy lid thudded noisily against the hard wooden body of the chest but then lapsed back into silence.  
 
    The smell was worse now that whatever inside was open to the outside air. A thin veil of moldering burlap shielded its contents. Approaching from the end of the chest, I used the hook of my bar to snag the cloth and draw it out of the way. 
 
    For a moment I was stunned, far from any treasure, it was probably the last thing I expected to see. No gold, no gems, just a hastily stuffed in desiccated corpse! 
 
    I stifled my initial urge to run away like a frightened child, and instead, focused on the body. It’s not like I hadn’t seen far worse before; check any gutter in the Quagtown slums of my youth. But it’s not something you see locked away in a treasure chest every day. 
 
    Whoever this was formerly, he had been rich, I noted. The clothing quality and style was high nobility, perhaps even royal. He had most of his teeth; his hair and goatee were neatly trimmed. All of this was giving me a bad feeling, as I mentally filled in the flesh of his desiccated face. At the same time, my mind was feverishly working to connect the dots. 
 
    Absently, I stuck my hand in my pocket and retrieved a Montimor half-crown and held the image up to my eyes. Instantly the hairs on the back of my neck stood at full attention.  
 
    “Oh no, this is not good!” I winced, my mind’s eye and my real eyes making the connection I didn’t want to consider. If this wasn’t King Detronius himself, it was an outstanding copy! Of course, the crown and signet ring were missing; in fact, the ring finger was completely ripped off. The other factor – this was no fresh corpse, and Detronius was still alive and well, running his kingdom…or was he? 
 
    Another smell forced its way into my consciousness, starting to overpower even king boy’s stench. Cloud began frantically bombarding me with mental pictures of fire…fire and more fire! 
 
    I backed away from the corpse, and turned to exit out the door I came in when my brain registered the smell…sulphur? I had almost reached the door back into the water trap room when a flash of light lit up the area, and before me a shape materialized in the door frame. Skeletal, with strands of blood red connective tissue holding it together, it filled the doorway. Its grinning horned skull must have had its origins on a deer. But no deer I had ever seen had dripping four-inch fangs and wholly black eyes like this creature. 
 
    Instinctively, I recoiled in horror as my mind screamed demon! My senses did not even fully register the sounds of the other three doors behind me slamming open. Cackling, the nightmare before me reached a clawed hand toward my throat! My knives leaped to my hands like the trained hounds they were, as I dodged sideways, weaving the blades to protect me like a shield. I needed a corner to back into now! Before I could set my feet in motion, I felt the presence of pure evil grab me from behind in its talons. The touch made my skin crawl as my weapons were effortlessly swatted from my hands. The last thing I remember was a quartet of insane fiendish laughter as I was battered to my knees, and finally the floor, and then mercifully nothing…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Alera 
 
    The second day, we finally ran out of farmlands. The squat citrus trees that were cultivated in this region and left to fend for themselves in abandoned tree rows had fed us admirably, extending the trail rations that Daphne had purchased from the town. We had settled into a routine of me riding Daffi in her horse form out front, with Donatello as a shaggy donkey carrying the packs flowed along behind. Surprisingly, he never complained or balked at this duty. When I casually remarked on the subject, he merely muttered something along the lines of “humility is a virtue as well…”  
 
    Ahead of us, the road we had been following was swallowed up entirely by a dark water bog. 
 
    “I had hoped by now we would have run across a farmstead with perhaps a dock with some boats.” Daffi groused. Not being a real horse, she could manipulate her lips and vocal cords enough to speak normally when she wished. “I think it’s peculiar that people living along a river don’t seem inclined to fish.” 
 
    “Perhaps there aren’t any fish in the river,” I said, sliding off her back onto my own two feet. 
 
    Daffi snorted and walked a few paces off the road, dipping her muzzle into the water. “Yup, tastes fishy to me. There’s something else as well, fear.” 
 
    “So what do we do? We can’t just summon a boat out of thin air.” 
 
    By this time, Donnie had reformed as a human and dumped his packs on the ground with a heavy dramatic sigh. Daphne reassumed her human form and then paused as if thinking hard about something, her head tilted coltishly. Finally, she smiled brilliantly and chuckled. 
 
    “Thin air, no; but I think we can get the help we need. You two relax and eat something, I’m gonna go talk to a tree.” 
 
    Donatello and I broke open a pack and nibbled on some hard biscuits and dried meat that Daffi had made the night before over the campfire. Sitting cross-legged on the muddy bank, I studied the young pooka as she left. Perky as always, Daffi skipped down to the water’s edge, and without even bothering to take off her boots, waded in. Ten feet from the bank she was up to her chin, and calmly began to swim using broad strokes. Her goal seemed to be a small clump of tall cypress trees clinging to life on a shoal in the middle of the river. 
 
    “She is a most special and unusual woman, my aunt,” Donnie remarked quietly, chewing doggedly on a stick of smoked voskk. 
 
    “Aunt is kind of tenuous, don’t you think? I mean even referring to Ryliss as your mother is a stretch of terms, and she and Daffi are only sisters in their calling.” 
 
    “Ah, moń amie, this is where you mistake my intentions. From what I can tell from all the books in Rosa’s and Sky Raven’s libraries, as well as watching my silver ladies and exploring my own feelings, I have come to the conclusion that I or we, referring to dragons, very much require those connections, no matter how tenuous.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, dragons are the top of the world’s magical hierarchy. You can have it all; power, fame, fortune, why would you even want to associate with us lowly humans?” 
 
    He turned to face me, and I could see his human eyes were glowing gold. “What good are riches when faced with the crushing despair of loneliness? Silver cannot buy friendship, at least not true friendship. Gems cannot be traded for laughter and camaraderie. Gold will never buy you the honest hug of a happy child. And power, fame? Much the same as riches, only even more isolating. Do you ever wonder, my friend, why the dragons that your species refer to as ‘good’ dragons so often seek to live most of their lives among ordinary humans? Why they are the husbands and wives of bakers, farmers, or guardsmen instead of emperors of their own kingdoms?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know,” I stammered, somewhat taken aback by the sheer intensity of his words. 
 
    “Because true riches come from within here,” he said, thumping a fist on his own chest, and then pointing to my own. “And there. My people are loners because of our base nature, but our hearts strive for something more, that spark of wonder that you humans call love.” 
 
    “Don’t dragons feel love, then?”  
 
    “Yes, but I suspect rarely between each other,” he sighed. 
 
    “Huh? But Dawn and Dusk are completely devoted to you.” 
 
    “Devoted? Yes, to the concept of their Auric, an almost instinctual response. But love? You only need to look in my lady Dusk’s eyes when Commander Higgs is in the room to see what I am speaking about.” 
 
    “So then you, Dawn and Dusk…?” 
 
    “Will grow to be great friends and companions; and mating someday exclusively for the purpose of creating a clutch is not out of the question. But it remains to be seen if we will ever truly be lovers.” He paused and grew silent, watching Daffi almost reach her destination. 
 
    “I would not have expected such a mature discussion from one so young.”  
 
    Donatello shrugged. “I, obviously, am not a normal dragon; the mantle of Auric is not meant for one of my tender years. A traditional Auric is hundreds, if not thousands, of years old by the time the title is passed. With it comes a measure of what you would probably refer to as cosmic awareness. Someday it will serve me well, but right now it’s just a collage of confusing background images, feelings and imperfect understandings that make my head hurt. Look, Daphne has reached the trees.” He nodded, changing the subject, and I felt we were finished with our deep discussion. 
 
    The druid had reached the trees and climbed up. Standing with her back to one trunk and her feet resting on the knees of another, she seemed to enjoy basking in the muted sunlight. Occasionally, her hands would move about as if punctuating some unspoken conversation. 
 
    Suddenly, one of the enormous stalks, easily fifty feet tall and three feet in diameter toppled cataclysmically into the water. Once the cascade of waves subsided, it just floated there, tethered by just a few strands of roots. Almost immediately, the upper branches and most of the roots sloughed off and rode the current well away. Next, the mighty trunk seemed to shimmer and shorten but become bigger around. The front and back of the tree narrowed to flattened vertical points as it transformed into a more boat-like appearance. Now perhaps twenty feet in total length, the top appeared to dissipate, leaving a carved out hollow along its length. Small branches propagated on the new craft’s bulwarks and grew with astonishing speed until they formed a living wall about four feet high on both sides with cutouts for occupants to paddle and steer. Each was fully leafed out and absorbing sunlight by the time Daffi climbed down from her low perch and stepped aboard. Picking up a branch which transformed into a paddle, she knocked loose the final strands of mooring roots. With a respectful nod of her head toward the remaining trees, she began to guide the craft toward our bank.  
 
    “Say hello to Tizreef,” Daffi called out as she nudged the bow into shore.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Alera 
 
    The next three days passed swiftly as we fell into a routine of sorts. Every morning we would set off, guiding our living craft through the main part of the channel. Going downstream required minimal paddling, and really only a helmsman on watch to keep us from hitting sandbars and snags. That left the other two to nap in Tizreef’s shady, cool interior, or talk and tell stories. The midday’s heat was especially oppressive, and the helmsman position was changed out often. Obviously, we couldn’t light a fire of any kind on our friendly mode of transportation, so we pulled into shore to gather wood and cook a brief meal in the early evenings. Just before dark we would guide Tizreef out into the center channel and tie up to some convenient marsh plants or roots and settle in for the night. 
 
    I stood out on the bow with my foot up on a leafy branch and patiently watched the nearest shore. It was well past the midpoint of night, and all but one of our moons had already fled the occasion, leaving a canvas of stars spread across the night sky for me to experience. Being raised by Nebulia, I knew there were hundreds of thousands of worlds scattered amongst the tableau before me. A humbling thought. Still, there was a great peace to be had out on the water, something I had never experienced before. The calls of bats, insects, and frogs created a lulling backdrop. Waves lapped softly against Tizreef’s sides and lent a gentle rocking motion to the atmosphere. Feeling the boat shift ever so slightly, I looked back over my shoulder and saw Daffi picking her way carefully up to my position. 
 
    “Beautiful night, huh, Alera?” she whispered, coming to a stop alongside me. 
 
    “Incredibly so, Daphne; I feel honored to experience it.” 
 
    “The Earth Mother blesses us all with nights like this. At least, it was nice while it lasted,” the pooka said lightly. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “You know, the goblins massing on the left bank that are trying to decide if we are within decent bow range.” 
 
    “Goblins? Where?” I sputtered, casting around wildly. 
 
    “Wow, really subtle there, healer gal,” Daffi snorted. “I guess I should have started off with one of those ‘don’t look now but…’ warnings, huh?” As if to punctuate her remarks, an arrow plopped lazily into the river to my right. It was followed by three others, equally ineffectual, before the marauders gave up. All I could see of the far left bank was a hazy smudge of darkness lining the reflections of the setting moon on the water. 
 
    “Should we untie and start paddling? Are we in any danger?” 
 
    “Nah, they’re more curious than a real threat right now. I think they were on their way somewhere else and one of their scouts probably saw us head into shore for supper. By the time he brought up their full party, we were already tied up here and out of reach. They’re already starting to move off. I feel sorry for whatever village or town they are set on raiding; they’ve got some hobs and even a couple ogres with them. Nasty brutes!” 
 
    “But how did you know they were even there? I still can’t see a thing,” I whispered. 
 
    “Druids can sense the life force of creatures and plants in their immediate area. Normally, it’s not really useful, more of a distraction really, unless you concentrate on blocking out everything else. But I find my pooka senses work as sort of a filter to the power. Sentient beings, especially wicked ones, show up big time.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “You need to get some sleep, I’ve got this, and tomorrow might be a really interesting day.” 
 
    I closed my eyes for perhaps ten seconds, and the next thing I knew, Donnie was prodding me with his snout to wake me up. It was morning. The young dragon preferred to sleep in his natural form, and sheltered from most prying eyes as we were by Tizreef, it seemed a reasonable compromise. A quick breakfast of dried meat and biscuits left from last evening’s meal, and we departed. Daffi, of course, didn’t need food; she merely sat cross-legged on the bow and opened her arms to the sun for sustenance. Donatello and I had fallen into the habit of both paddling in the early morning hours. It enabled our craft to come up to speed quickly and put some miles behind us before the heat cramped our muscles and drove us into the shade of Tizreef’s branches. By early afternoon we were both exhausted, and that was when Daffi would take over. The young pooka never seemed to be affected by the brutal sun’s rays or the heat. I also noted with some envy that her hair never seemed to wilt or her lithe body become caked with sweat either.  
 
    We had just about reached the point where Donnie and I were ready to give it up for the day when Daffi abruptly rose to her feet from her lotus position. 
 
    “Oh-oh,” she exclaimed softly. 
 
    I stiffly put down my paddle and looked at her askance. “Oh-oh? I don’t like the sounds of that.” A brief shifting of the river’s tired breezes brought the smell of burning wood to my nose. Donnie, who had also dropped his paddle and was standing upright in his human form and sniffing, suddenly pointed ahead of us. 
 
    “Look, moń amie.” Following his point of direction, I could see numerous ribbons of smoke rising from the horizon to our left. From our vantage point, it was impossible to determine if the smoke was being generated inland or close to the river and around the next broad bend. Rapidly, he jumped back to his paddle position and began churning up the muddy water excitedly. “Someone may need our help!”  
 
    Both Daffi and I joined in, and very quickly we were cutting through the stained surface, leaving a swirling wake behind us. Perhaps ten minutes later, we began a gradual rounding of the last bend, and it all came into view. 
 
    On fire and surrounded by a horde of goblins and other fell creatures was a small village set back from the river. By small, I mean no more than twenty actual buildings in the entire place. Bodies lay sprawled in the dirt outside some of the dwellings, as goblins danced merrily around with flaming brands. The clash of steel on steel alerted us to the fact that defenders were still fighting somewhere near the central courtyard that was largely screened from our view by the houses and smoke. 
 
    Uttering a roar of draconic rage, Donnie shed his human persona. Before any of us could make a sound, he flung himself off the side of Tizreef, and wings beating, darted toward the battle. 
 
    “Donnie, no!” I screamed. Daffi and I exchanged a worried glance and dug our paddles into the water even harder. 
 
    “Alera, what are we going to do when we get there?” she panted. “It’s not like we’re fighters, and none of my forms are very scary!” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said none of my forms are very scary! It’s not like goblins are afraid of black rabbits!” the pooka hissed disparagingly. Our efforts were starting to pay off, and we approached the shoreline not far from the village. So far, we hadn’t been spotted by the enemy, the raised bank hiding us to some extent. 
 
    “Quick! What is the scariest thing you can think of?” 
 
    “Odd time for a game of twenty questions, Alera! But I’ll tell you. It’s going to be Princess Dawn if she ever finds out Donatello flew into battle alone and we let him!”  
 
    “Dawn! Yes, that is exactly the image I need! I don’t know if this is going to work, Daffi, so I’ll need you to change into one of your forms and see if you can keep Donnie from getting killed.” 
 
    We nudged Tizreef into the weedy bank, reasonably secure in the knowledge that she wouldn’t be floating away without help. Daffi hopped out lightly and looked back at me. “Ok, but what are you going to be doing?” 
 
    “Hopefully, you’ll see! If not, you’ve been a good friend, Daffi. Thank you!” 
 
    The black horse appeared magically before my eyes. She snorted and shook her head dubiously, before galloping off toward the fighting. 
 
    First, I needed to do something about my own appearance, and a simple shift glamour came to mind. I smiled thinking about the last time I had used it during hide-and-go-seek games with other Nebulia children. I didn’t really consider it cheating, not when the full bloods could read auras from a mile away. It wasn’t true invisibility; I could still be seen, just not if you were actually looking at me. The only time I was visible was out of the corner of one’s eye if you worked at it, an unlikely proposition during a battle. Another nice feature was that it didn’t require a lot of concentration to maintain.  
 
    The next part would be a struggle, however; I had never tried anything so ambitious. Bringing an image of a furious Dawn to mind, I worked at the somatic gestures that lent me comfort. I stepped out of the boat and jogged cautiously toward the action. I stopped before I ran into the outlier groups of goblins still pressing forward into the center square of the burning shire. Suddenly, the low clouds that moved in to mix lazily with the smoke from the village burst asunder and a massive silver-winged nightmare screamed out a keening battle cry. All hint of fighting paused for a few moments as everyone looked up into the sky in awe. A silver dragon floated angrily above, eyes ablaze and great puffs of frozen air jetting out from her nostrils. You didn’t need a translator to see that she was truly pissed. 
 
    The goblins on the outskirts of the fighting instinctively ducked and ran. A monumental murmur of fear ran through those remaining as the sinuous silver glided down closer and closer to the ground. Her scales reflected the muted sunlight like polished glass as her nine-inch claws sought purchase in the sandy soil. 
 
    I left her there, eyes smoldering as she pretended to preen herself and occasionally snap her jaws at the thinning crowd of goblins. While that was happening, I took the time to race over and climb the crude wooden batten-stripped wall of one of the few homes that wasn’t on fire. A few seconds later, I had a view down into the main courtyard where the bulk of the fighting was taking place. 
 
    Below me, four human warriors stood basically back to back. Three of them were arrayed in heavy plate with sword and shield, and the fourth was outfitted with leather armor. He swung two long thin swords to great effect, weaving their blades before him in such a manner that no foe’s weapon could penetrate. Blood gathered in great pools on the cobbled stone beneath their feet. I cringed to see tattered corpses of village people and probably three times that many goblins and hobgoblins strewn around like so much chaff in a windstorm. 
 
    I looked around for Donatello, finally spotting him dragging a small boy out of the upper floor window of a burning home. Below him, Daffi waited in her horse form, two other crying children clinging to her back. With a flick of his wings, he deposited the child on the black horse and flew up and back inside the cottage. Any goblin that approached Daffi seemed to find a strong hoof planted in his chest that sent him crashing to whatever afterworld he deserved. 
 
    Satisfied that my apprentice was at least currently alright, and knowing there was no way to dissuade him from what he was doing anyway, I switched my attention back to the action below. The four of them had been holding their own pretty well, but that was until three female ogres hefting clubs the size of tree trunks waded into the battle. 
 
    Nine feet tall, skin like mottled whale hide and teeth the color of onyx, the only indication of the ogres’ sex was the row of six breasts that hung down like sacks of runny cheese in their fronts. Hairy arms that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a grizzly bear swung their weapons with practiced ease. Swords and clubs flew along with curses and grunts of pain. 
 
    The warrior in the leather armor with swords couldn’t defend against anything with so much mass. A club weighing twice what I do smashed through his defenses and struck him on the leg as he desperately tried to dodge out of the way. Crack! I winced as I heard a bone snap, and I saw him crumple to the ground. His companions were faring little better even with their large kite shields raised. Boom! Another knight went down, the straps from his shield bursting from the impact and allowing the ogre’s swing to carry through to his armored head and shoulders. 
 
    Panicking, I did the only thing I could think of. Dawn’s image rose up ominously from outside the courtyard, the tips of her folded wings well above the tallest chimney. Ravenous claws ripped smoldering thatch off the edges of the burned out cottage. She drew herself up, her triangular-shaped head poised and saliva running off her ten-inch fangs. Suddenly, she let out a full-bore scream of primal rage and power. The ground shuddered, quartz windows blew outward like shrapnel, and every creature within hearing distance dropped to their knees clutching their ears. 
 
    Ok, that took a bit more effort than I envisioned! My conscious mind registered the terrified cries of “It’s a Dragon!” It appeared the remaining goblins, hobgoblins and even the ogres were running away as fast as their feet could carry them.  
 
    On my part, I wasn’t feeling so good; it was kind of like those instances when I badly overextended my healings. Dizzy and with tunnel vision closing in, I felt my hold on the dragon illusion, and even my own invisibility glamour, slip away in a sea of nausea. Even the mental reminder that I was wobbling precariously on the edge of a two-story rooftop didn’t seem to matter. The darkness closed in on my sight, and suddenly I wasn’t…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Alera 
 
    Consciousness seeped slowly back into my brain. The best I could hope for after falling from that height would be broken bones. But instead, I felt sheltered, protected, held tight like a little girl. Blinking, I moved my face away from the warm chest I had been snuggled against and looked up. Straight into the smiling face of the man with the double swords. He had a broad youthful face with a mischievous twinkle to his eyes. A couple days’ whisker stubble attested to the fact that he had been on the road for a while. 
 
    “Thank Celyse you’re alright!” he whispered. “That was quite a savage tumble.”  
 
    I nodded dumbly, glancing over the side of the large arm that supported my shoulders. I was perhaps four feet off the ground, with his other arm cradling me just under my knees. A flash of embarrassment hit me, as I realized I was now fully awake and still had made no effort to leave his embrace. “You can set me down now, sir,” I cringed. 
 
    “As you wish, my lady,” he said with a reluctant sigh. He tipped my legs down, and I saw a flash of pain register across his face at the minor exertion. Regaining my feet, I faced him. “How is it you’re standing? I heard your leg shatter!” 
 
    He grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, well, there is that…”  
 
    I tore my eyes away from his face and backed up to examine the rest of him. He was supporting all his weight on one leg, the other leg’s foot was twisted at an odd angle, and a steady trickle of blood was pooling at his boot heel. 
 
    “You caught me? With a broken leg? Not to mention all your other wounds,” I stammered. 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” He winced, hopping awkwardly on his good leg over to lean heavily against a nearby hitching post which offered him some measure of support. 
 
    For the first time, I looked around. I still wasn’t feeling very strong, and fainting again couldn’t entirely be ruled out. I walked slowly over to put my back against the same post he leaned against and sighed. A few cautious villagers were starting to peek out of the rare undamaged homes. But other than the bodies, we were alone in the courtyard. “So where are your friends?” 
 
    “Friends? Ah, more like reluctant acquaintances really,” he supplied wearily. “They tore out of here to take on that huge dragon without a care in the world. Wounded and dying be damned.” 
 
    “Why? After the fight you were just in, I would think attacking a dragon would be the farthest thing from anyone’s mind.” 
 
    “Well, of course, that would be sanity talking.” He grinned sheepishly. “Paladin’s aren’t known for it much. We’re a strange lot by definition.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re a paladin?” 
 
    “Of Celyse. Thankfully, my goddess doesn’t require the heavy armor, white charger and shield affectations. But the others are paladins such as you expect – granted third tier paladins – but still…” 
 
    “Third tier paladins?” I interrupted. 
 
    He looked from side to side and then whispered, “Don’t speak a word of this in front of them. But gods have hierarchies, just like royalty. The three of them represent gods or goddesses that are somewhat lower on the list of godly power. Ruvius represents Narok, the god of sheepherders. Tibbre fights for Etrann, the god of grains. And Sedareen upholds the sacred teachings of Kirratan, goddess of feminine chastity. So try not to snicker when I introduce them to you, if they bother to come back, that is.”  
 
    A clatter of heavy hooves entering the courtyard interrupted further conversation, as the three other knights in question burst into view, not bothering to dismount. As if on cue, they all lifted their helmet’s visors, and tilted their long lances up and on their shoulders. I was surprised to see that one of them was a fairly attractive woman, Sedareen I assumed.  
 
    “I can’t understand how something that big can bugger off so fast,” one of the males complained. His upper lip was entirely covered by the bushiest mustache I had ever encountered.  
 
    “Damned caitiff dragons!” The other male knight spit contemptuously. The female warrior just nodded her head in complete agreement.  
 
    They prodded their mounts closer to us. The one with a large painted sheep on the boss of his shield looked down. “Well, Chance, bad luck and all with the leg. I guess you won’t be continuing on with us after all. Whoa! And who is this vision of loveliness you are speaking with?” 
 
    “Yes, Chance, introduce us. If I had known such a beautiful creature made this village her home, I would have fought harder to save it. Perhaps we should linger here for a while just to make sure you heal up properly.” The other paladin with the sheaves of grain on his shield chuckled, eyeing me rapaciously.  
 
    Sedareen’s lance slapped sideways across both of the paladins’ chests as they leaned forward to get a better look at me. “Don’t even think about it!” she hissed, glaring at them. “Appropriately, I might add, this one still has her virtue, And neither one of you had better be thinking that should change!” 
 
    I felt my face flush to twelve shades of crimson in embarrassment. Fortunately, something happened to divert everyone’s attention away from the subject. Unfortunately, that something had to be Donatello winging his way over, obviously proud of his accomplishments in playing rescue fireman. 
 
    “Sorry, Alera, I…,” he began.  
 
    But my attention wasn’t on my dragon friend, but was instead drawn to the faces of the three knights. Their eyes bulged out slightly, and as one voice bellowed out, “Dragon!” Slamming their visors back down, they spun their mounts around and lowered their lances. 
 
    Recognizing their intent, Donnie bleated out a stuttering squeak and began flapping wildly. His panicked flight took him rocketing between buildings and out of the village and our view entirely.  
 
    “I saw him first!” Ruvius shouted. 
 
    “But it’s my turn! We all agreed!” Tibbre returned. 
 
    “It’s not very big,” Sedareen noted. “Hardly seems sporting.” 
 
    “Still counts as a dragon!” the other two shouted, and a few moments later the three of them thundered off after my golden friend. 
 
    “Oh my,” I sputtered weakly, tears starting to well up in my eyes. 
 
    “Acquaintance of yours?” Chance asked, touching my arm in concern. 
 
    “Yes, he’s a friendly dragon.” 
 
    “Well, I shouldn’t worry too much.” He grinned crookedly. “The three of them eschew ranged weapons of any kind. So unless your friend is stupid enough to stop and face them on the ground, they won’t be able to lay a finger on him. He’ll probably lead them on a merry chase and lose them quite easily.” 
 
    “And what about you?” I growled accusingly. “I suppose if he comes back here, you’ll try to kill him as well!” 
 
    Chance looked down at his shattered leg and winced. “Hardly. I don’t think in my current condition, I could take on an ill-tempered marmot and win. Besides, Celyse makes no trophy hunting demands on her champion. I swear to you…Alera, is it?...that I hold no intent or malice toward your little dragon friend. By the way, I haven’t really introduced myself, I’m Chance Olham, first and only champion of the goddess, Celyse.” He held out his hand. 
 
    I accepted it. “Alera, no second name…Xarparion-trained healer.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose slightly. “You’re a wizard? And Xarparion is associated with Sky Raven fortress, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s my home. What of it?” 
 
    He smiled and pretended to look me over carefully. “It’s just that the way the upper-tier gods carry on about the evils of Sky Raven, I expected someone from there to have demon horns and cloven hoofs.” 
 
    “That is absolutely the least likely thing you will ever see there.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Chance chuckled and then winced in pain as he started to slide further down the hitching post. “A healer? I don’t suppose…,” he gritted, motioning toward his shattered leg. 
 
    “What happened to you?” a familiar voice interrupted from behind, as Daphne, again in girl form, slid around to face us. “Wow, Alera, you look like crap!” 
 
    “Thanks, Daffi, you always know the right thing to say,” I said wryly, glancing over at Chance. 
 
    For his part, the champion attempted to straighten up, but I could hear bone grating on bone as he did so, and finally, he just gave up and returned to his slumping slouch. Beads of sweat were pouring off his brow, and I could tell he was struggling just to remain conscious. Part of me was angry that his companions thought so little of him that they couldn’t even be bothered to offer him minimal aid. 
 
    My strength hadn’t returned yet, but I was determined to do what I could to help. I started to go to him, but Daffi interposed herself. “Let me, if your life forces were any more depleted, you would both be zombies. I’m not as good as a real healer, but I can probably stop his bleeding until you recover enough to do the job right.” I nodded thankfully as the pooka stepped forward and placed her hands on Chance’s chest. He jolted somewhat as she started to murmur a string of words in a language I didn’t begin to understand, and his eyes grew very large. 
 
    Looking at his body with my mage sight, I could see where Daffi’s healing magic was attempting to coerce Chance’s leg to heal itself. Unfortunately, the bones and the vascular network that knit everything together were too severely damaged. The ogre’s attack had splintered everything inside. Blood seeped out from a hundred different spots, and there wasn’t enough structural integrity left in the bone fragments to patch things together. 
 
    “It’s no good Daffi; this would be a tough one with me at my best. You’d better save your healing for the villagers. I’ll just have to do what I can.” I glanced up at Chance; his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed unconscious against the post. It was probably a good thing at this point to be relieved of the pain. “Help me get him inside and on a table.” 
 
    The help consisted of me following the pooka as she picked up him up bodily and carried him into one of the half-demolished buildings. Upon closer inspection, it appeared this was the village tavern, and Daphne laid him out gently on top of the rough polished bar. The spiky-haired girl was stronger than she looked. “I don’t think anyone will bother you here, Alera. Is there anything else I can do?” 
 
    I shook my head resignedly, I hated losing a patient, but deep down I knew I wasn’t going to be able to help Celyse’s champion in my current condition. 
 
    Daffi wandered off to assist the villagers while I found a bucket with clean water and a piece of towel to sponge the sweat off his brow and make him as comfortable as possible. I tried to draw on my healing skills, but without food and sleep, I had nothing to work with. If I retained my gating ability, I could have transported him to the Nebulia realm, but that wasn’t going to happen ever again either. For the hundredth time, I questioned my life’s destiny or if I even had one. 
 
    A small amount of time passed as I watched the warrior’s chest rise and fall in silence. He was a handsome man, his skin tanned to an almost bronze hue by exposure to the sun. Muscles rippled in all the right spots, but it was his humor that seemed to be his finest and most attractive attribute. Lost in speculation, I was startled when I felt a warm hand on my arm. 
 
    “How are you, mon cher?”  
 
    “Donny!” I gasped, dragging his human form into a tight embrace. “You escaped the paladins!” 
 
    “But of course.” He smiled easily. “I left them convinced they had found my cave lair and deciding how to mount an attack up the mountain on foot.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a cave lair.” 
 
    “No, but a very large, very grumpy, dire bear does. I sincerely hope they do not wake him unnecessarily!” 
 
    I tousled his mop of sandy brown hair and hugged him gratefully. “I’m so glad you are safe.” 
 
    “I, as well. Although I confess, when I saw the apparition of my Lady Dawn in all her glorious fury, I wasn’t sure if I would survive the day. It is strange, I know, I miss them both, but her most of all. I am sad if I am causing her any pain in all this.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes, well, we will both have much to answer for when we return. Hopefully, it will all have been worth it. Right now though, I would trade a dozen tomorrows for the ability to save this man.”  
 
    Donatello snorted. “You are Xarparion’s finest healer, how is it you cannot fix this warrior?” 
 
    “No magic left Donnie. I’m drained, I’ve never tried anything like that illusion before, and it’s like unused muscles in your body, it takes a lot out of you until you’ve trained in it. I couldn’t heal a bee sting right now.” 
 
    The dragon made a pfffing noise. “You wish to save this man?” I nodded. “Then take my hand, cheri.” I grasped his smaller fingers, intertwined them, and noticed a strange green glow begin to spill out from where we touched. “Work your magic, Alera,” he urged. 
 
    Suddenly, as if a curtain on my soul lifted, I felt a brilliant surge of the purest magic imaginable flowing through my body like a fast mountain stream. I looked deep into Chance’s body, and instantly I could see what needed to be done. Step-by-step, this fragment to this fragment, bonding to this tendon. Shredded and crushed blood vessels and arteries sealed and wove together, beginning to move life-giving liquids again. I felt myself dropping into a familiar closed-eyes trance that allowed me to concentrate on the intricacies before me. Time passed without notice.  
 
    Abruptly, I felt the temperature in the room drop twenty degrees or so. I opened my eyes, and I was no longer in a half-destroyed beer hall in a small riverside village. I was seated in a vast, ornately carved great hall, mine being the only chair in the space. Surrounding me on three sides were walls devoid of color and entirely emotionless. The fourth wall, however, the one facing me, was spectacular. A machine of sorts patiently worked away; parts moved of their own accord in bewildering patterns. Sprockets turned, pins engaged and disengaged, odd-shaped arms rotated. Motion happened in a bizarre array of busy work that would have put a beehive to shame.  
 
    “Two thousand nine hundred forty-seven components, twenty-eight hands, three dials, sixteen chromatic discs, star charts for eleven planetary systems – of course, those are all utterly useless now – and a function that advises you on the best time of day to go fish…” A woman’s amused voice interrupted from behind me, “Do you know what manner of device this is, young wizard?” 
 
    I spun around in my chair to see a young woman in a scintillating gold silk dress place a chair next to mine and sit down primly, crossing her long, tanned legs. Together, in companionable silence, we watched the workings of the device as it continued to perform whatever its function. I glanced sideways at her, as I considered her question. In a way, it reminded me of the great clock in Xarparion’s old central tower, but I couldn’t imagine even that piece of grand dwarven workmanship being this complex. 
 
    “Exactly right; it is a clock of sorts,” she beamed, even though I hadn’t said a word. This woman was ethereally beautiful. Red locks with not a hair out of place, and a face that would have made men cry. She looked at me and smiled. “Do you know what I love about clocks? The symmetry – each of those 2947 components must work in complete harmony or the whole works will come crashing down and grind to a halt. It reminds me of my own work. Oh, I’m Celyse by the way, and I am extremely pleased to meet you, Alera, no second name, Xarparion trained healer. I can see why Chance is so taken with you.” 
 
    “Chance’s goddess,” I stated flatly. 
 
    “Got it on the first try,” she purred. “You have quite the group of traveling companions. Let’s see, a wizard, a pooka, and a dragon walk into a bar…hmmm, must be a great joke in there somewhere, but it escapes me at the moment.” Her tone became more serious. “But not just a wizard, something much more, and not just a pooka, but an initiate of the Earth Mother! And even your smallish hatchling…the possible future king of all dragons! Most impressive! I really just stopped by to thank you for saving my champion, but now I wonder if there isn’t a much bigger game afoot. Hmmm…this will bear watching…how delightful! I can’t get over how much you remind me of one of my naughtiest petitioners. Well, it’s been great fun talking with you, Alera, but I must be off. I owe you a favor or two, whether you believe in me or not.” 
 
    There was a brief flash of light, and I felt the heat of the night settle back down on me like a damp blanket. Donatello was gone, but I still found my hand enveloped in a firm grip. Chance was awake and staring at me. A quick check of his injuries showed me that he was nearly completely healed, just weak from the exertions of his body’s repairs. Extracting my hand, I poured him a glass of cool water and helped him sit up to drink it. 
 
    “Thank you, Alera, I owe you my life,” he whispered drowsily, and I could have sworn I heard a young woman’s giggle in the back of my mind. 
 
    I dabbed at a trickle of water that tried to run down his chin. “Chance, you never told me what your goddess is the goddess of.” 
 
    He chuckled dryly and lay back with a tired groan. “What? My name didn’t give it away? Most people find it very amusing…Celyse is the goddess of luck and good fortune.” 
 
    Huh….


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Alera 
 
    We spent a few days at the village helping to heal the wounded and bury the dead. To my wary delight, Chance spent almost all of it at my beck and call. The three paladins returned from their exploration of the dragon cave looking quite a bit the worse for wear. Of course, they demanded to be placed at the front of the queue when it came to patching them up. Donnie worked quietly alongside me in his apprentice form. Even though he wasn’t able to help with any real healing, he cleaned out wounds, kept cold compresses on aches and pains and, generally, became the best nurse assistant a healer could ask for.  
 
    Daffi worked tirelessly to encourage a thick bramble of poisonous thorns to grow in a protective circle around the village. It wasn’t as effective as a real wall, but no one needed to worry about a monster sneaking through it. A hastily cobbled together gate at the north and south points of the circle provided at least some access and security. 
 
    This evening, like the two before it, our three paladins “ self-medicated” with substantial amounts of cheap beer and grain alcohol from the village bar. Chase, Daffi, Donatello, in his human form, and I sat on logs around a modest fire at the far end of the compound sipping warm herbal tea. 
 
    “Well, I did find out why no one in the villages along the river has boats to fish,” Daphne broke the ice casually. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, most people you talk to are still making the sign to ward off the evil eye and leaving in a hurry. But since we’ve sort of been adopted here, I did get someone to finally clue me in – sea monsters.” 
 
    “Sea monsters? In a river? Well…we haven’t seen any sign of that.” 
 
    “I know,” she grinned, “I spoke with a couple of elderly snapping turtles, and they claim the sturgeon can get up to eight feet, but they’re bottom feeders and hardly aggressive. Most likely, the fishermen who go missing are running into more mundane perils, like the goblins that patrol the banks.” 
 
    Any comment that would have followed was suddenly drowned out by screams and raucous laughter booming out from the tavern beyond. Every night, it seemed to get worse and more annoying.  
 
    “So why aren’t you like them?” I asked suddenly, fixing Chance with my best challenging stare. “Not only have you not been sleeping all day and drinking all night, but you’ve been working as hard as anyone to restore these villagers’ homes.” 
 
    “Your words strike at my heart like a dagger, my lady.” The champion grinned and pretended to swoon. “You might as well ask me why I’m not some knuckle-dragging baboon wearing a king’s crown. Seriously, I know what it is like to be homeless, and my patron would not approve of me sitting idle while children had no roof over their heads. Celyse is far different than most gods or goddesses.” 
 
    “How so?” Daphne chimed in, suddenly interested. 
 
    “Well, for one, she has no great cathedrals or even churches; actually she has no real clergy to speak of, either. She is more of an everyman’s deity. People don’t really go to a church to worship her or throw coins in her coffers.” 
 
    “How does she manage to survive then? I thought all gods depended on worshippers for power,” I asked, intrigued by the differences from what I was taught about the gods of man and elf. I watched as he smiled easily, clearly enjoying the topic. Part of me came to the unsettling realization that I really liked watching him smile. 
 
    “That’s where the everyman part comes in; she has no formal hierarchy. But every time a hunter takes aim at a fine buck, he whispers her name. Every soldier rolling the bones in the back of a dusty barracks somewhere begs for her blessing. A sailor at the wheel of a ship on a stormy sea pleads for her favor. It all counts.” 
 
    “Ok, then, if there is no hierarchy to defend, what does Celyse need a champion for?”  
 
    Chance laughed richly. “Not much, I’m afraid. No true believer would ever think of crossing her. She’s quite capable of making any mortal’s life miserable by withdrawing her favors without any arm twisting from me. Most of my time is spent hunting down the charlatans who haunt the gaming halls schilling bogus magic items that falsely promise Celyse will smile upon the poor fool. Luck is capricious enough without that kind of stupidity, and it offends her mightily; that is where I come in. Usually, I can convince them to change their ways without bloodshed, but not always.” 
 
    “Ok, I get it; your job is to punish charlatans, and that makes sense, I guess. But what does a god of grain need a paladin for? Smiting those who callously burn toast?” Daffi quipped. 
 
    “Mostly they are for show,” he admitted. “It’s a status symbol for the gods that do have the hierarchy to support one. It announces to the world, look at me! I have holy warriors who will crush any that incur my wrath! It’s actually part of their jobs to cause a stir wherever they go. The more ruckuses they create, the more their god’s name is on everyone’s lips. That’s why all the grandstanding and emphasis on dragon hunting. To most of the unwashed masses, fighting and slaying a dragon is the pinnacle of heroic achievement.” 
 
    Stone-faced and silent, Donatello rose to his feet and disappeared into the darkness, looking like he was about to vomit. With a pleading glance of concern, Daffi chased after him until their footfalls receded in the distance. 
 
    Turning back, I saw that Chance looked genuinely distressed. “I’m sorry, Alera. Did I say something that upset your apprentice?” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “It’s just that he’s at a very impressionable age, and being a healer, any talk of pointless death feels wrong to him.” 
 
    He nodded and changed the subject, sighing deeply. “Now that I have you alone, tomorrow the others are riding out, and I am expected to be with them.” 
 
    Grimly I shot back. “Why? Why are you even with them in the first place? You have nothing in common with them, and they obviously didn’t hold you in enough esteem to even bind your wounds when you were injured guarding their backs!” 
 
    Chance shrugged his massive shoulders. “I don’t know, safety in numbers, I guess. The gods rarely tell us “go to this specific town;” we mostly just wander around with no real destination in mind. But more often than not, we show up exactly where we’re meant to be. Sometimes, she even transports me halfway across the continent. Do you have any idea how unsettling it is to go to bed in one spot and wake up a thousand miles away? But that’s rare, mostly I loiter in one place for a few days and then latch on with a different group of heroes going some other direction.” He leaned over and gently took my hands in his. “It’s not a bad life…just lonely.” 
 
    “I would think with your connection to the goddess of luck, you would never want for companionship. Isn’t that what the phrase, ‘getting lucky’ is all about?” 
 
    He actually blushed and managed an embarrassed cough. “Ummm…no. Celyse, being a distinctly female deity, takes a pretty dim view of that form of luck. Luck has no place in affairs of the heart in her teachings, and she has even less tolerance for loveless one night stands in her name.” 
 
    “And I thought my life sucked,” I muttered under my breath, looking down. 
 
    Celyse’s champion let go of one hand and lifted my chin so that my gaze met his. We stared into each other eyes for half an eternity – he had deep, deep brown eyes. Finally, he whispered, “Give me a reason, any reason at all, to change my plans.” 
 
    I thought about it; but no, the mission to find my sister was too important and Donnie’s stricken look was too much to bear. I closed my eyes to block my true feelings from leaking out and stood up. Disengaging my hands, I stepped back and shook my head. “I have an obligation I must see through.” 
 
    “And my life is not my own,” he whispered, standing and looking as miserable as I felt. 
 
    With a catch in my throat, I turned and ran to my temporary quarters.  
 
    The next morning, Daphne and I watched as the four of them vanished into the distance without a glance backward.  
 
    The young pooka put her arm around me and nodded toward the departing paladins. “You know, if we weren’t on a mission, I would so be kicking your ass to go follow that.” 
 
    “What, and become some star-struck paladin groupie?” 
 
    “No, the paladins are all frauds and windbags,” she hissed angrily. “Even Sedareen, who should be a shining example of morality, has a dirtier mind than most of the satyrs I know. She’s only concerned with females who are still pure in her estimation. If they are not, she wouldn’t lift a finger to save them. No, I was talking about you and Chance.” 
 
    “There is no me and Chance. It just wouldn’t work, Daffi – too many obstacles.” 
 
    “You know, someday you are going to have to let your heart get a word in edgewise, Alera. Now, do you want to know what tall, dark, and handsome’s biggest fear is?” 
 
    “Yes!...No!...Yes! Damn it!” I sighed, looking once more out onto the empty trail. “I mean, I’ll probably never see him again, and if it wouldn’t violate some ethical code of yours.” 
 
    Daffi snickered derisively. “I’m a pooka, Alera. We’re not big on ethics, not even the marginally good pookas like me. ‘All’s fair in love, war, and pooka shenanigans’ is my motto. Chance’s biggest fear is waking up someday to find himself old, broken down, and alone in his life. Hmmm…sounds vaguely like someone else I know.” 
 
    I shook my head to clear it of the images that were dogging me and to hold back the tears that were threatening. Turning around, I marched back to the village, calling out over my shoulder. “Daffi, we need to pack up, we leave in the morning.”  
 
    I spent the rest of the day finishing up any last minute healing for the villagers, but my mind was a thousand miles away. Later that evening I sat and watched the fire, my thoughts churning like leaves swept down a raging stream.  
 
    “Mon cheri,” Donatello appeared out of the darkness and greeted me softly. 
 
    “Are you ready to talk a little, Donnie? You have hardly said a word to anyone, and you’ve been staying in your human form exclusively. What’s bothering you?” I sat him down on the narrow bench, enfolding him warmly in my arms. 
 
    “I have remained in this form because I fear I will not be able to force myself to return to it, and I have promised you resolution to your problem, Alera.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you be able to return to this form? Are you ill?” 
 
    “Conflicted, angry, saddened, yes; but ill, no. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Alera, I have spent many days and nights poring over the libraries at Sky Raven reading everything I could find about the interactions of my people and yours. The violence and senseless bloodshed on both sides is beyond my comprehension. But it was all literature, it seemed so removed from my happy life at the wonderful fortress. It was like abstractly reading a dusty old scroll and allowing one’s mind to believe that all that was ancient history and behind us. But now I know I was only deluding myself, this war between us will never end, and I feel powerless to stop it.” 
 
    I considered my words carefully all the while squeezing him tightly. “Donnie, you are young, and I know at times the world’s problems seem insurmountable, but I think you are failing to see the sunshine breaking through the clouds.” 
 
    “Which sunshine is that, Alera? For it escapes me.” 
 
    “For one so smart, Donnie, sometimes…” I stopped and gently brushed a lock of unruly hair from across his eyes. “Look, a few short years ago, dragons were a dying race. The magic filling this world from the coffers of Sky Raven was completely shut off. Magical creatures, and especially dragons, being the most magical of all, were in serious decline. The Comets…our Comets, Alex and Maya, restored the flow of magic. 
 
    “Your people have gone from doomed to resurgence almost overnight. And speaking of doomed, remember that this great conflict between man and dragon could well have been over. If certain humans had not made the decision that dragons were indeed important and deserved their place in this world, every dragon except you, including Dawn and Dusk, would have died in their sleep. Remember that when you see Alex and Maya next time. 
 
    “One other point about the king and queen of Sky Raven, they are fair and just. No paladin or anyone else will be hunting dragons merely for the sport of killing them on any lands Sky Raven controls. Did you forget the royal princesses? So your people will always have a safe haven in which to live if they desire, with the backing of the Comets, the strength of Sky Raven, and two of the biggest, baddest, most beautiful dragon ladies around that adore you. I’d say that you have been dealt the best hand of any Auric in a few dozen centuries. What do you think?” 
 
    He paused for a long while thinking and then sighed and snuggled his face deeply into my shoulder. “I think that I have been very foolish. Everything you have said is true, and I am now ashamed of myself for my earlier dark thoughts. I apologize, and know this, when I do ascend to my full power, I will never forget your words.” 
 
    “Good, all better?” 
 
    “Yes, except now with all the talk about Dawn and Dusk, I find my heart is heavy with longing to see them again.” 
 
    “I miss our friends at Sky Raven, too. Good night, Donnie.” 
 
    “You, as well, ma belle.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Alera 
 
    A passing osprey visited Daffi with some news. We were stopped at a breezy point where another river emptied quietly into ours just a few hours journey from where our water highway would return to its mother, the ocean. The nearby port beyond would give us ample opportunity to catch a boat taking us farther up the eastern coast. Donnie was getting much stronger feelings now, and with the map that Daffi had obtained back at Caerleon, it appeared our destination was somewhere in a cluster of large islands off the coast called the Seven Kingdoms. 
 
    Confidently, I swung my staff in a great loop, driving my opponent back and out of reach. A quick flurry of blocks made the oak staves ring like muted bells as she pressed in again and again. After an hour, Daffi finally stepped back and dropped her guard, signaling a stop.  
 
    “Much improved, Alera; now wasn’t that fun? Tomorrow back to swords!” she said brightly. Of course, she could say that; she wasn’t dripping with sweat and fatigue like I was. “While I approve, I have to admit I am surprised you have been insisting on training every day since we left that village.” 
 
    “At Sky Raven, I am surrounded by wizards, dragons and all other manner of magical beings,” I gritted, drying the sweaty hairs from my forehead. “I’m tired of feeling like I’m not pulling my weight. It’s time I started using all my talents.” 
 
    With a blast of tea-colored spray, a large crocodile launched itself out of the water; jaws snapping and legs digging in, it bore down on Daffi. Easily twenty feet long, it moved across the flat river mud like a racehorse. Oddly, Daffi didn’t seem concerned, as the creature came to an abrupt stop just inches from her legs. 
 
    “Nice try, Alera,” the pooka smirked. 
 
    “That was my best one yet, how did you see through it?” 
 
    “Oh, I see it just fine, I can also hear and even smell it. Very impressive, it would probably fool just about anyone who wasn’t a druid, in fact. We can sense life, remember?” 
 
    Donatello approached in his human form, tugging mightily at a strip of jerky he was trying to consume. Indifferently, he walked right through the body of my crocodile without even a glance down.  
 
    “Donnie!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re practically standing on my illusion!” 
 
    “My apologies, ma belle, I thought you were done with it.” 
 
    “How did you know it wasn’t real?” I asked in exasperation. The croc swiveled its massive head in his direction and looked at him inquiringly. This was one of my better attempts, and I wasn’t even getting a headache maintaining it.” 
 
    “The wind told me,” Donnie responded simply as he gnawed a bit more on the dried meat. 
 
    “What, you heard it talk?” 
 
    “No, I felt it, mon cheri. Dragons are fliers; we are attuned to air currents as second nature. This massive beast is not disrupting the flow of breeze down this beach in the slightest.” 
 
    “That’s cheating! You two are no fun at all,” I grumbled, banishing my fine crocodilian apparition and then thought to change the subject. “In a short while, we will make Woomersa and from there, it’s just a brief sea journey to the Seven Kingdoms. We’ll all need to stick close to each other from here on in. No one I know has ever been this far east. The people and customs may be strange, and I don’t want any of us tripping up and getting out of character. Especially you, Donnie. Under no circumstances are you to go scaly until we are on the way home again, got it?” 
 
    “I understand,” he sighed, “but I haven’t had many opportunities to smite evil yet.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Daffi whispered ominously as we trudged back to our tree boat.  
 
     The two of them effortlessly made the short hop onto the boat like seasoned sailors and worked their way forward to the bow. I hung back on shore, untying the mooring rope from a half-submerged stump in preparation of launching us out into the current.  
 
    Intent on clearing a knot out of the sisal threads, I only marginally heard Daphne rooting around looking for her paddling gloves under the seat at the other end of the craft.  
 
    Then Donatello exclaimed, “Now that is an impressive illusion, ma belle!” 
 
    Huh? What illusion?  
 
    I looked up in time to see a gigantic pike, its mouth big enough to swallow a team of horses, rise up and leave the water. As if in slow motion, the striated bars of green and silver twisted in mid-air, fins flared like dripping wings. To my horror, the fish’s head didn’t so much bite down as move through the space where my companions had recently stood. The back half of its monstrous body crashed down on Tizreef’s bow, geysering water in all directions. I had no time to react as the stern of our craft snapped up in a seesaw motion catching me under the chin. The pain that followed was mercifully brief.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    Good and bad news, I did wake up. Survival is ingrained, and if my years in the slums had taught me anything, it was that life is the most precious of commodities. That said, I found myself chained, arms stretched to the point of severe discomfort, to a stone wall with my feet barely touching the ground. I also felt like I had been beaten to within an inch of my life. My suit was gone, switched with what could only whimsically be described as a scrap of sackcloth. The tools of my trade, rings, bracelets, were all taken and replaced by a heavy steel collar around my neck. I felt as if days had passed. 
 
    On the bright side, I doubted I was still within the confines of the bizarre wizards’ tower. I could hear human voices and the occasional tramp of hobnailed boots passing in the stone corridors outside my cell. My accommodations were sparse; a simple ten-by-ten rough stone room, with a single heavy door sporting a four-inch grate. A hole in the floor attested to the fact that they could bring in buckets of water to slosh down the urine and vomit that seemed to have pooled in every pore of the stone. But my nose could attest to the fact that it certainly wasn’t done often enough. 
 
    I dozed fitfully for a while, waiting for the hubbub out in the halls to die down, hopefully indicating nightfall. Just about at the midpoint of the night watch, I heard the bolt on the outside of the door scrape back, and a single male guard stalked in with a lantern and a bucket of some sloshing liquid. Raising my head off my chest, I tried to clear my thoughts; this might be my best chance at getting out of here. 
 
    He hung the lantern on a face-high peg on the wall and approached me with the bucket. Middle-aged, snaggle-toothed, and about as clean looking as my cell floor, he didn’t appear to be a very savory character. He twirled a key ring mated to a dried monkey’s paw around his fingers nonchalantly. 
 
    “Time to give the prisoner a drink and satisfy my curiosity,” he snickered. “I have to say that Marco didn’t lie. You are about purdiest thief we’ve ever entertained here.” He leaned in conspiratorially and reached up to push some stray hairs away from my face. “Me and the boys are hoping that the king gives us leave to play with you some.” The leer on his face told me that I probably wouldn’t enjoy the attention.  
 
    He dipped some stale water out of the bucket with a small ladle and held it up to my cracked lips. I gulped at it greedily, hoping to settle my stomach and lubricate my throat enough to talk. 
 
    “Hey, hey, not so fast, beautiful. Wouldn’t want you to get sick all over yourself, some of the men are sensitive.” He guffawed like a demented hyena at his coarse joke.  
 
    When I could blearily muster the energy, I gave him a stern look and summoned my power. “Unshackle me,” I commanded dryly. 
 
    He froze, and his mouth formed an O as his eyes seemed to fixate on one point above my head, as his hand reached for his keys. Suddenly, his expression transformed into a nasty grin and he chuckled. “We were warned about your tricks, thief. You see, that fancy collar around your neck is proof against any kind of magic you can throw. So I guess you best learn to enjoy your time here at our humble inn…I know we will! You can call me Big Jasper by the way.” Laughing at his own witticism, he backed out of the room taking his lantern and bucket with him, and his footsteps receded down the passageway. 
 
    Well, crap! I exhaled, blowing air up my face in frustration, as another strand of my hair drizzled down to hang alongside my nose. I remembered when Jasper had brushed it out of my face; I was back to being a blonde apparently. It had been so long since I had shown anyone my true appearance that I scarcely remembered it myself. It was something I kept hidden, cloaked in illusion, a vulnerable part of my personality that I reserved for myself alone. Besides, my true face seemed to attract too much attention and was something people remembered. Both are dangerous to someone in my profession.  
 
    So they had slapped a wizard’s choker on me. I had heard about them but never run across one. I wondered if it only affected external spell casting, or if it negated internal magic as well. Some part of my consciousness knew that there were things that even I didn’t want to acknowledge hidden behind thicker stone walls than those in my mind. 
 
    Body and mind aching, I descended into a fitful sleep.  
 
    I woke with the heavy tramp of steel-shod boots thundering down the corridor outside my cell. Pain wracked all my extremities, and the lack of water and food were amplifying my dizziness, and general malaise…oh, and I had a killer headache too. I cringed slightly from the noise as the cell door burst open and slammed into the wall. Four guards with lanterns poured in, taking positions on either side of the doorway while the rest of the squad waited outside. A few seconds later, a middle-aged man wearing regal attire swept into the room. King Detronius, or rather whatever manner of demonic creature assumed his form, was paying me a visit. 
 
    From his shocked expression, I would have to say he was far more surprised to see me than I him. 
 
    “No, it couldn’t be,” he whispered, folding his arms and bringing his hand up to stroke his chin. Finally making a decision, he strode forward and gave me a good long sniff.  
 
    “I am not some block of cheese, sir, being judged for ripeness,” I grated helplessly, my voice sounding harsh and dry. He laughed in my face, and his breath smelled of carrion and burnt flesh. 
 
    “Pardon me, thief, I mistook you for someone else, someone I would very much like to get my hands on someday, but obviously, you are not she. You lack that disgusting aura of vile goodness that only someone spending a great deal of time at Sky Raven would acquire.” He sighed. “Ah, well, to dream….” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint,” I wisecracked, even though it cost me a rippling pain shooting down my throat. 
 
    He looked me up and down, finally shaking off whatever foul daydream consumed him. “So this is the infamous Gem Duster? Master thief, scoundrel, rogue, faceless shadow, scourge of the Seven Kingdoms,” he snickered. “No, make that scourge of six kingdoms! I admire your work, really, I do. But I really can’t allow you to pillage my treasury; it could be misconstrued as a sign of weakness on my part.”  
 
    “I had no idea! In that case, I’ll just take my leave and move on to pillage elsewhere. Please accept my humblest of apologies. Now, if you would be so kind as to return my gear to me, I will be out of your way immediately.” 
 
    “I think not,” Detronius said deliberately, with a wicked grin and a twist of his mustache. “You see, I believe I will parade you in front of the peasant scum for a bit. It will give them something to occupy their infantile minds instead of contemplating rebellion while their doom approaches. Show them that even the great Gem Duster is no match for their loving, wise, and benevolent king!” 
 
    “Their benevolent king is rotting in a chest at the bottom of that damn tower,” I countered, changing to one of the Svargan dialects that were reportedly based on demonic scripts.  
 
    “Clever girl. Unfortunately, you have touched on another reason I really can’t allow you to live…unless…,” the Detronius puppet winked and responded smoothly in the same language.  
 
    “Unless?” 
 
    “I could use someone of your special ‘talents,’ a vanguard for my cleansing forces if you will.” 
 
    “Forces?” I snorted. “All I’ve seen is a few bully boys and a dispirited population that is afraid of their shadows.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree. Humans make terrible troops, but their souls make, oh, such wonderful sacrifices, especially those of the young and innocent!” 
 
    I thought he was going to swoon just thinking about it for a moment. The feeling of my flesh crawling under my skin was getting harder to ignore. I was also getting peeved, people, or in this case, demons, that assume they are always the smartest person in the room annoy me to no end. 
 
    “Still doesn’t produce an army, unless you’re going the undead route, and the world kicked your asses on that one already.” 
 
    “A minor setback and Lifebane was a fool. But no, I have no intention of making the same mistakes. My stygian seers tell me that in a few days this island will wake up to my unstoppable ancient primal force and shudder in delicious fear. Maritime commerce will cease to exist, and the world’s population will cower in terror from the most important resource of all – water. Nothing bigger than a puddle will be safe. 
 
    The Montomorians, being water loving island scum will cower in delicious terror, their painful deaths will feed new stygian portals across the island.  Once this island is stripped of human sacrifices, we’ll move on to others, and more after that, and finally the mainland after that. In short order, the waters of this world will become impenetrable barriers of death, and those insufferable pious hypocrites from Sky Raven will be powerless to stop me! With my pets cutting off access to the seas and rivers, and Mistress’s secret armies on land, we will finish what Lifebane started! Once I have proved to Delphine that I am no mere pretender, my place at her side will be assured. Now you only have to ask yourself which side you want to be on when the world ends.” 
 
    “And my role in all this would be what, exactly?” I responded with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You would become my personal death adder, a weapon I point at kings and wizards who oppose us. Cut off the head of the opposition and the body is already dying before they can mount a defense. The results are a foregone conclusion. What do you say? Would you like to postpone your sentence to hell for a few years? I’m sure in the back of your paltry devious mind you are thinking that you are clever enough to weasel out of any situation. Doesn’t that appeal to your vast ego even a little, thief?”  
 
    I shuddered thinking about it. Somewhere from the deepest reaches of my psyche came the absolute answer. No, not in a million years! My experiences with humankind in the slums where I grew up were horrible beyond words. But the occasional warm light of kindness had shown through from time to time, as well. Even I had memories of good people in with the bad. I may be a thief, and I have killed many times, but I am not a betrayer of the innocent.  
 
    “No,” I whispered barely audibly. 
 
    His face momentarily twisted into a mask of rage that revealed his inner being, but he settled down instantly. 
 
    “Very well. A thief with a conscience, who would have thought? I should kill you now, but I think I’ll save you for the grand finale instead. No worries, a few centuries of torment in Hell will curb your rebellious spirit. Someone with your skills might still make a decent infiltrator demon. Of course, you’ll have to work your way up from your knees.” He smiled, his expression reminding me of a shark’s cold demeanor. 
 
    “Lousy bastard,” I grumbled. 
 
    He turned to one of his men, reverting back to the common tongue. “I want her on display at the main square for the next three days. Send out heralds to announce far and wide that I, Detronius, have rid the Seven Kingdoms of this great evil! After the three days, I don’t care what happens to her, as long as she remains alive. She and I have an appointment with destiny to keep.” 
 
    “Yes, my king.” One of them saluted stiffly but with a gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Hey, don’t I even get some decent clothing or my suit back before you go parading me in public?” I protested. “And what makes you think I won’t spill your plans to everyone who walks by?” 
 
    He turned back to me. “You may as well get used to many, many uncomfortable things, my dear. Besides, Montimorians are a friendly, accepting folk; I’m sure your current attire will scarcely scandalize them at all. As to your magical snakeskin suit, it savagely bit four guardsmen in the course of getting it off you, I found it quite amusing. Don’t worry, it’s under lock and key in the castle until one of my dark wizards returns from the mainland and can divine exactly what it is. I will probably have him strip the magic out of the leather and sacrifice it to one of my superiors.” Damn it! I should have listened to you, Cloud! The thought of my friend and protector suffering at the hands of another wizard was like a sword stab in the gut.  
 
    “And spilling your tale to the unwashed masses? Who would believe the crazed words of a condemned thief? Besides, you will be guarded closely enough I assure you.” He giggled and started to leave. 
 
    “One last question, oh mighty king,” I piped up despite my best judgment. “How?” 
 
    He smiled as he considered my question and then answered in Svargan. “Ah yes, the human need to satisfy curiosity. In the professional sense, you burn to know what mistake you made that led to your abject failure. Did I turn left when I should have turned right? Was I clumsy picking that lock? Did I miss a tripwire in that dark hallway? It just eats at your brain like worms in an apple, doesn’t it? Well, the fact that you have this pressing need to know is also your answer. The fact is, you made no mistakes save for one, hitting the six other kingdoms first and leaving this for last. You might as well have sent a town crier through the streets announcing your intentions. Hubris has always been my favorite of the deadly sins. Still, if the old king were alive, your skills may still have been enough to prevail anyway. I guess you just ran into a spot of bad luck.”  
 
    A great darkness seemed to descend over me. My defeated and exhausted mind vaguely registered Detronius cackling madly as he left the room, and a few seconds later I was again alone in my despair. 
 
    Just before what I later found out to be midday, the soldiers came for me. Dashing a bucket of cold water over my head, they unfastened me from the wall chains and dragged me out of my cell. I wanted to scream from the pain in my arms, but I had already decided I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of hearing my agony. 
 
    Somehow my senses left me, and I passed out before leaving the jail, as the next sensation was that of me being placed in the pillory, and the stout oaken bridge slamming down to pin my neck and hands in place. With half-opened eyes, I tried to focus; surrounding the pillory area was a small crowd of townspeople. Of course, a dozen heavily armed guards ringed me as well. 
 
    The guards seemed to be inciting the people to some manner of outrage against me. The thought of which confused me; I had harmed none of them. In fact, most of the lowborn like me actually enjoyed hearing about the nobility getting the shaft. A half rotten tomato exploded against the stand above my right hand, coating it and the side of my face with slime. For the next hour or so I was the target of eggs, tomatoes, turnips and the like. One creative individual actually tossed a dead cat my way. Unable to move, I was struck more than a few times, but I would have to say that most of the throws lacked enthusiasm. It was as if these folks were coerced or merely bored enough to torment me. Every so often, one of the sergeants would step up and read aloud my name and list the foul deeds perpetrated against the kingdom. I heard mostly halfhearted boos of indignation, but also a few cheers from random locations, as well.  
 
    Eventually, the bulk of the crowd wandered off to attend their own business. 
 
    I tried to relax and listen to my surroundings because raising my head to look at things took too much effort. It was another warm day, and I must have been in one of several small town squares, or greens, as the islanders called them. There was a fair amount of people shuffling past, but very few bothered stopping to look any more.  
 
    Despite my pain, I had almost drifted off to sweet unconsciousness when something strange in the background noise piqued my interest. A conversation was taking place at the outer range of my hearing, but approaching closer to me. Two women conversing in elfish, a dark elf dialect to be exact. Not my best language, but one of the husband and wife teams that taught me acrobatics were wandering dark elves, an anomaly in itself. As far as I knew there weren’t any dark elf colonies within a thousand miles. I forced myself to focus, excluding all other sounds as they slowly moved closer. 
 
    “This island sucks,” one commented. 
 
    “Yeah, the people in the other islands were for the most part happy. I mean why wouldn’t you be? Warm sun, sand, and fruit trees galore, and everywhere you look, the ocean’s bounty at your doorstep. A lot of people would consider these islands paradise.” 
 
    “Well these Montimorians didn’t get the message then. I’ve seen starved and beaten dogs with more spirit. Nobody smiles or looks you in the eye. There is a lot of fear and anger in these streets, and even the land and water in this place feels tainted with something nasty. I wonder if that’s our mission here.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, about that, I forgot to tell you; I got a seagull gram on the beach this morning while you were arguing with that crab.” 
 
    “The little Lech tried to pinch me on the ass!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you know crustaceans.” 
 
    “Seriously! So what did the little picnic-thieving, rat-with-wings, have to say this time?”  
 
    “Let’s just say the Earth Mother isn’t in one of her warm, cuddly puppy moods right now. We are to investigate this place thoroughly. Whatever calamity befalls this island, it is not natural. And of course, the usual missive stating that if we can’t fix it, she will handle it her way. These islands are volcanic in origin, so it’s not hard to imagine the direction of her wrath.” 
 
    “Crap! If it’s not natural…” The rest of her statement trailed off as if whatever she was going to say was self-evident. She sniffed disparagingly. “Now that you mention it, there is a subtle stomach-turning sulfuric flavor to this place. How long before Reginaldo catches up to us?” 
 
    “We’ve been swimming in the ocean for a long time, Lin; you know that makes it hard for him to follow. I doubt he will appear anytime soon.” 
 
    “Great, so we’re on our own for this; left hanging like a piñata full of sugared donut balls…adrift like French toast shipwrecked in maple syrup…cut loose like an apple fritter bobbing in powdered lace frosting…”  
 
    “I get it! I know! You’re starving as usual. Before we get to work, let’s hope the local cuisine at least has something decent to offer.” 
 
     “I’m telling you, Jules, if I have to eat one more piece of raw, unseasoned fish, I’m gonna hurl!” 
 
    “Ok, Lin, I’ll be the first to admit three weeks straight as dolphins is probably stretching the limits of our taste buds’ patience. Hey, do you think they have a pastry shop here? I could really go for some of those nut cakes with fresh jam and whipped sweet cream like they used to serve at Xarparion. Remember those?” 
 
    The one apparently called Lin groaned piteously. “Don’t remind me of home! You’ve been promising that we would head back to Sky Raven for months now. Cripes, Jules! We’ve been gone for years now; they probably think we’re dead or something! What if there’s been a marmot uprising and no druids to defend the fortress?” 
 
    “Drama queen!” Jules chuckled softly. “I can see I need to get you decently fed before you’ll even begin to listen to reason. Besides, I’m sure the Earth Mother would have told us if there was a problem at Sky Raven.”  
 
    Sky Raven? I turned that name over in my mind as I hung there helplessly. The king imposter mentioned a place called Sky Raven, and from the way he said it, I got the impression that they were mortal enemies to demonkind.  
 
    By this time, the two women were just about abreast of my location, and I looked over at the sound of their voices. The first girl was short in stature but generously proportioned, she had flowing locks of curly brown hair and sapphire blue eyes. The second was taller and more willowy, with short blonde hair and an infectious smile. She also seemed to be missing an arm; the right sleeve of her well-used traveling outfit was tucked neatly inside her leather vest. Both women carried small backpacks and had daggers strapped to their thighs. Jules carried a staff and an extra pack as well. They had the look of being comfortable traveling companions. 
 
    Lin was the first to take notice of me. “Poor thing,” she murmured, still in dark elf. “I wonder what she did that was so heinous to deserve this. And people say that animals are savage.” 
 
    I managed a weak cough in agreement and Jules pause to eye me. Lin was still talking about some inane food-related matter when the shorter woman’s hand snaked out and grabbed a strap of her partner’s backpack, hauling her back abruptly.  
 
    “What the heck, Jules? I thought we were going to get something to eat?” 
 
    “Alera?” Jules asked cautiously, tilting her head and walking from side to side to get a better angle of my face. “Alera, is that you?” 
 
    “Alera?” Lin repeated startled, as she stopped to peer at me, as well. “By the stars, Jules, it is her! I’d know that face and eyes anywhere, even under that filth! We have to do something! She looks mostly dead. What is she doing here anyway?”  
 
    I’ll admit I didn’t have the best upbringing, but I’m also not stupid. In my precarious situation with no hope of any favorable outcome, if someone comes along and wants to do something, anything that might help me escape, well, I’m going to play along and let them. 
 
    “Alera?” Lin repeated trying to make eye contact. I looked up, widened my eyes to simulate recognition and nodded ever so slightly. 
 
    The two of them started to step closer to me, only to have one of the guards interpose themselves and warn them off with a wave of his spear. 
 
    Lin switched to the common tongue and addressed the soldier. “Please, sir, we are new to the island and were just curious, what crime did this woman commit?” 
 
    “She is the notorious thief known as Gem Duster. Her offenses against the crown and the treasuries of the other six kingdoms are well known. Do not waste your pity upon this one as she is slated to be executed in a few days, King’s orders,” he growled, “now move along!” 
 
    The two of them did move off a ways, but not out of earshot as they returned to speaking dark elf and huddled together to converse. 
 
    “What a crock of crap!” Lin said hotly. “Alera won’t even take the last cookie off a platter when it’s offered to her! And she’s supposed to be some kind of master criminal? They either have the wrong person or this is some kind of trumped up bull manure. Remember, they did say on one of the other islands that the king here is crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’ll just let her go if we ask nicely,” Jules said worriedly. “That guard didn’t seem very sympathetic, and he did say she was there on the King’s orders. I doubt we can waltz in and use our authority as druids either.” 
 
    “He also said she is due to be executed in a few days!” Lin pressed. “We can’t let her die!” 
 
    “Right,” the young brunette affirmed. “First, we need to follow and find out where they take her.” Then they moved out of hearing range. 
 
    At some point, I was taken down from the pillory and carried roughly back to my cell. First, however, I was taken to an outdoor water chamber and allowed to clean the crusted vegetables off myself. The well water was cold, and it wasn’t as good as a bath, but I have had worse. Of course, the guards all stuck around to watch and leer appropriately. At least, in plunging my head into the bucket, I managed to drink my fill for the first time in what seemed like weeks. The ratty jerkin I was wearing would never be the same, however. Not only was it falling apart, but now it was badly stained, as well. My tormentors were already taking bets on whether I would be totally naked coming back from my third day at the pillory. 
 
    A few minutes later I was back in my cell, arms blissfully numb but still spread out and attached to the wall. At the water chamber, I could tell that the sun was already starting its inevitable glide down the sky for the evening, so it must be approaching true nightfall. 
 
    Turning my thoughts inward, I considered the bright spot in my day, the arrival of the two women. They obviously assumed I was someone else, this ‘Alera’ person. Blonde women aren’t all that rare on the eastern seaboard, but I can’t say I had ever run across anyone that resembled my true form before. That was the exact reason that I scarcely ever went out au natural; both men and women seemed drawn to it, and I don’t trust the limelight. I grinned, acknowledging the day’s events; being covered in rotted produce did seem to dampen the effect somewhat.  
 
    The off chance that the two of them might actually be able to assist my escape in some way was tantalizing to consider. They appeared to be simple travelers, neither looked to be much of a fighter, especially Lin, with only one arm. But at the same time, they carried themselves with a calm practiced assurance. They also mentioned being druids. In my experience, every hedge row concoctor of love potions and wart removers called themselves druids, but still… 
 
    I drifted off a bit only to be awakened by some light scratching sounds. Without Cloud’s assistance, I couldn’t see in the dark, so I had no choice but to just listen intently. It sounded like something was clawing its way up from the drain pipe in the center of the room. 
 
    First one and then another eased up from the direction of the drain and I recognized the toothy squeaks of rats. It’s not like I had some irrational fear of them. There were some snarls and sneezes when they emerged. What did surprise me was that once they gathered in the middle portion floor of my cell they started talking in common. 
 
    “Wow, I’m glad stuff doesn’t stick when we change. That pipe is foul beyond words, even as a rat, I was nauseated and that’s saying something!” 
 
     I recognized the voice as belonging to the young woman, Lin. 
 
    “Let’s just spring Alera and get out,” came the terse reply from the other. “We’ve sorta been making a habit out of jailbreaks, and I’m not sure the Earth Mother would necessarily approve of our involvement in human affairs to this degree. Besides, I’m still on double secret probation for that whole unauthorized summoning of the Lyandvaettr thing.” 
 
    “Oh, stop already!” Lin shot back. “It was totally worth it. Besides, you are the first druid in over a thousand years with enough juice to even cast that summoning. What good is owning a racehorse if you never let the ponies fly?” 
 
    “It was awesomely cool, wasn’t it?” Jules giggled merrily. 
 
    “Umm… not trying to be an alarmist or anything,” I croaked into the darkness, “but you might want to keep your voices down before you attract the attention of the guards.” 
 
    “Not to worry, Alera. I cast a sound deadening cantrip on the door. Here, let me get you down from there.” I felt Lin fiddling with the thumb screws on the wall manacles; surprisingly, they popped open easily for her, even one-handed. 
 
    For the first time in what seemed like an eternity, I was able to drop my arms and ease the stress on my joints. I sunk to my knees, enjoying the blissful relief. “By the gods, that feels better!” I gasped. 
 
    “Ha, funny, Alera. You can drop that cheesy islander’s accent now, too; you’re among friends. Just relax for a minute; Jules is going to heal you.” 
 
    Shutting my mouth, I waited, all the while trying to rub some feeling back into my wrists. I felt a smallish hand run across my head and pause. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Jules growled. “I’ve jump-started her body’s natural healing, but there is interference preventing an actual healing spell…weird.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?”  
 
    Switching to the dark elf language that I knew they were comfortable with, I answered, “This collar around my neck is a wizard’s choker.” I winced and leaned my head back against the wall, trying not to move any more than I needed to. Oddly, I could feel my body reacting to whatever she had done to me, and the pain was easing off some. I’ve always avoided wizards whenever possible, even healers. I have used a potion or two from time to time, but this instance felt entirely different, better somehow. 
 
    I felt cool fingers examine the collar.  
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Lin sniffed somewhat disparagingly. “It doesn’t appear to be all that and a bag of groats, but I suppose we'll need to get it off you in order to get you out of this place. Looks like we’re going to need a key, Jules. Do you want to get it or shall I?” 
 
    “Go ahead, girlfriend,” Jules muttered, still concentrating on trying to figure out how the item was impeding her magic. 
 
    “Awesome! It’s always fun to feel my arm back!” the taller girl quipped, seemingly unconcerned.  
 
    A few seconds later, I could no longer hear her movements in the room. It was like she turned to smoke and was gone.  
 
    Jules sat down on the floor beside me and I heard her whisper just inches from my ear, “Now that you’re feeling better, would you like to tell me who you really are? Lin and I are actually druids, but we normally don’t bite, at least in this form. I sent her away so that we could have this little talk without her getting all protective and bodyguard-y on me. You see, you may mistake me for a simple young country girl as I appear, but I assure you, I’m not.” 
 
    Crap! Why couldn’t they have at least unlocked the door and removed the collar before they found me out? I felt my head clearing a little as I carefully considered my words. I liked to think I was a pretty keen judge of character, and everything was telling me that this young woman was both dangerous and powerful. I took a deep cleansing breath. 
 
    “I apologize for misleading you, but it was deceit based on desperation. I truly am just days from an end you would wish on no human. But before that, I am to be given to the guards for their sordid pleasure. You and your companion came along and gave me the first glimpse of hope I’ve had in many days. The only name I know is Gem Duster, and I am a thief as the guard from the pillory stated.” I stopped and waited for her response. 
 
    “So you’re telling me we’re in the process of breaking out of jail a notorious criminal and threat to the kingdom?” 
 
    I chuckled nervously. “Sentenced to death I am, but I swear to you that I have committed no crimes in Montimoria, save for perhaps trespassing. As far as being a threat to the kingdom? I am the very least of this island’s worries.” 
 
    “Then why are you condemned to die?” 
 
    “Because I saw something I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Like what? Does the king have an extra mistress on the side or something?” 
 
    “If only,” I whispered urgently, “but I fear to tell you this secret for two reasons. One, you probably will not believe me, and two, this knowledge alone may bring you both into terrible danger.” 
 
    “Lin and I are no strangers to danger.” 
 
    “This is far worse than a mere hanging or decapitation,” I hissed. “I’m talking about your soul being torn from your body and consumed raw. The king of this cursed land, the real king, lays dead, a dried up husk, for at least the past two years. What has taken his place on the throne is not human nor of this world.” 
 
    I felt her reach out and grab my arm; a slight tremor ran through her touch. 
 
    “You’re talking about a demon then?” Jules affirmed rather matter-of-factly. 
 
    I was puzzled by her calm reaction. Most people would have laughed in my face or told me I was insane. Hell, a week earlier I would have done the same. Demons are the stuff of campfire tales and stories told under blankets on wintery nights…or so I was told; those experiences certainly weren’t part of my childhood.  
 
    The druid girl patted me on the arm and changed subjects. 
 
    “You know, you really do resemble Alera, a friend of ours from Sky Raven. Who were your parents?” 
 
    I stumbled with my reply. This was getting dangerously deep into a subject that I avoided at all costs. Not just avoided talking about, but avoided even thinking about. Still, this was a life or death situation, and I was out of options. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said bluntly, hoping she would accept that as an answer and leave it be.  
 
    “Orphan?” Jules asked softly. I managed to nod an affirmation, which I would have never seen in this darkness but she must have been able to perceive, as she sighed and responded sadly. “Yeah, me too.”  
 
     This was getting stranger by the minute, and I was starting to think this was all some sort of hallucination when the doorway to the cell opened and then closed quickly. In the small amount of light that bled in from the corridor beyond, I thought I briefly saw a short, hairy, bowlegged creature with a simian face step through jingling a set of keys attached to a monkey’s paw in its long-fingered hand. 
 
    In the dark once again, I felt it crouch down beside me on the floor and reach over to grasp the collar. A metallic click followed, and I felt the cursed device leave my throat and get tossed into a corner.  
 
    “Nice orangutan,” Jules chuckled. 
 
    An appreciative grunt ensued from the creature, but I could already sense that its appearance was changing. “Damn, now I’m going to be hungry for fruit all day,” Lin smirked, shaking off her animal form. “Ok, the collar’s off, rodentize her and let’s go; that slimy excuse of a guard is going to wake up at some point.” 
 
    “Oh, snap,” Jules whispered. “It wasn’t the collar, I still can’t get completely through. She’s got some kind of natural resistance.” 
 
    Lin swore some form of curse that I wasn’t familiar with and then calmed. “Well, she is one-quarter Nebulia. Now that you mention it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone cast a spell on our girl here.” 
 
    Huh? I had read of the Nebulia in some of my studies. They were supposed to be some kind of celestial space warriors or angels, depending on what account you believe; essentially, the counterpoint to demons. I don’t know who this Alera woman is, but she can’t be anything like me! These two were talking like I wasn’t even in the room, a trait I recognized from couples that spent a lot of time together. And for the time being, I was happy to say nothing and oblige them. A little of my strength was starting to seep back, and I began testing my muscles to see If I could stand on my own two legs. 
 
    “I heard Alex did once. But then he is Nova born,” Jules said clinically. “But in this case, I think she doesn’t trust me enough to lower those last barriers; hence, I can’t change her form. You have to unreservedly place yourself in someone else’s power. I guess I don’t exactly blame her, but it appears we’re not going to be able to take her out the way we came in.” 
 
    “If you will be so kind as to leave that door unlocked, I can take it from here. I sincerely appreciate your help,” I interrupted, smiling and forcing myself to stand and try to work the kinks out of my over-stretched vertebrae.  
 
    “What are you talking about, Jules?” Lin asked dumbfounded. “Why wouldn’t Alera trust us?” 
 
    I heard Jules step up and wrap her arm around the other girl. “Lin, meet Gem Duster. I don’t know how or why, but she seems to be Alera’s perfect doppelganger inside and out. This one’s magic has been hiding for so long it’s become her natural state. I’m not even sure Alex or Rosa would think her a wizard under casual observation. I’m pretty confident only a druid or high-level healer with intimate knowledge of magic on a cellular level would be able to suss it out. Even then they would have to know what they were looking for. The funny thing is, she feels exactly like Alera to me.” 
 
    Groaning inwardly at her explanation, I shook my head vehemently. “I’m afraid I have no idea why I look like your friend, and I’m certainly not a wizard. But I owe you two my life. If I can ever repay you in some form, I will gladly do so. As far as being a doppelganger, that is one of my specialties.” I walked over to the door, listened at it carefully for a few moments, and then pulled it open. A modicum of light filtered in from the sconces in the hall.  
 
    I willed my appearance to become that of my primary tormentor, the guard named Jasper. Turning, I saw Julia standing there with a grin on her face, while her Lin just stood there mouth forming a perfect O in shock. Stepping back in, I gave her a small inelegant bow. 
 
    “Thankee for finding my keys, young miss. Been lookin’ all over for those!” Giving her my best Jasper leer, I gently reached out and took the monkey paw key ring from her hands. “Best of luck with the rat thing. Good day.” 
 
    As I pivoted back to the door, my left leg gave out under me, and I had to brace myself heavily on the wall to keep from tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “Gem, you’re still weak as a kitten; we can’t let you wander around this dungeon alone,” Jules said shortly, grasping my arm. 
 
    “Not…your…problem. Once I get outside, I will be fine,” I gritted, forcing myself back onto both feet. 
 
    “We’re coming with you to make sure you get out alright,” Jules affirmed forcefully. 
 
    “And how are you going to explain the three of us leaving together? Especially since you never came in through the guard station in the first place?”  
 
    “You’ll carry us,” she smirked, sliding a small backpack off her shoulders. “Don’t worry, we don’t weigh much, and if you get into trouble, we’ll be there to help. Now quickly, before we’re discovered!” 
 
    The two of them began shrinking before my eyes. Their clothes turned to fur in the process, and they dropped down to four small legs. The last thing I saw was a pair of bushy tails retreating into the open flap of the bag. 
 
    Shaking my head in wonder, I reached down and scooped up the bag. It just wasn’t worth the effort to argue with the two girls on this. Again, checking for noise in the hall, I shakily hobbled out into the corridor and locked the cell behind me. Promising myself all the while that if I got out of this mess, I would never again fail to listen to Cloud. The thought of him brought a sharp pang of conscience, but I realized I couldn’t do anything to help him in my current condition. I needed to get out, heal and regain my strength, and then I would work on rescuing my friend. 
 
    Reasoning that the most prized detainees would probably be kept in the cells the farthest from the entrance, I searched for main passages and stairs leading up. The exertion was mind-numbing, and I could almost feel my body burning up muscle and what little fat reserves I still had to fuel my escape. Passing a few other guards in the halls, I managed to get by with just a growl and a scowl. Fortunately, having broken into innumerable dungeons, I had a pretty good knowledge of how these treasure vaults or prisons were normally laid out. 
 
    About twenty minutes had me stumbling toward the main guard station. Just beyond was a final door and blessed freedom, if only I had the strength to make it. Of course, I had to get by one last hurdle. Pulling out my monkey paw key ring, I swirled it around my fingers as I had seen Jasper do many times. Three guards waited up ahead, two of them with crossbows and one officer with a nasty looking poniard. They were all dressed in the same uniform as my illusion, and the officer stepped into my path with an evil smile. 
 
    “Ho, Jasper, slipping out early tonight, are we?” 
 
    I glared at him. “Somethin’ I ate don’t exactly agree with me. So stand aside lessin’ you want puke all over your boots!” I made a half retching sound and coached myself to perform little jerking motions to accentuate my claim. 
 
    The officer made a sour face and almost backed off, but then changed his mind. “Now, Jasper, you know the rules. We have to check all bags entering and leaving the place, no exceptions. Let me take a peek in your bag, and you can be on your way.” 
 
    Grumbling mightily in my best Jasper harangue, I pulled the bag around to my chest and held it out a little for his inspection. I was hoping perhaps the girls would turn into a venomous cobra or something useful. The flap was facing away from me so I couldn’t see what it was he saw when he first lifted the leather top. He peered inside, then got a strange look on his face and allowed the bag to close. He froze in abject confusion, which allowed the other two guards’ curiosity to take hold. They moved forward to see what was going on, as well. Soon, all three of them were staring at the pack. 
 
    The officer reached out again, and this time he hoisted the flap up and over so that everyone could see the contents. Their eyes grew wide as two fuzzy rodent faces stared back at them innocently. 
 
    Rolling my eyes and sighing to myself, I made a small gesture with my left hand and forcefully asserted. “These are not the marmots you’re looking for.” 
 
    The officer paused for a long moment and then looked seriously at the other two guards. “These aren’t the marmots we’re looking for. Move along, Jasper.” The three of them stepped aside and allowed me to lower the flap on the backpack. Casting it over my shoulder, I pressed past the last door and out into the cool night air beyond. 
 
    I managed three appearance shifts in various alleys and behind structures before I was confident enough to stop. Leaning heavily against a rough-hewn board wall away from prying eyes in between ten-foot tall stacks of lobster traps, I set the backpack down on the ground. A few moments later, both girls were standing next to me helping to hold me up with concerned looks on their faces. 
 
    “By the stars, Alera, I mean Gem, where did you learn to do that?” Lin bubbled with annoying exuberance. “That is so cool! You look like my grandmother, but you still feel like you when I touch you.” 
 
    “She really needs food and sleep; she’s about to collapse,” Jules asserted. “Do you have a room somewhere?” 
 
    “Can’t go back there…inns will be watched,” I groaned. 
 
    “Friends to help?” 
 
    I shook my head despondently. “There is one place I think could be safe.” 
 
    Jules motioned for me to lead the way, and the two girls stayed on each side of me to keep me from falling. An indirect path with switchbacks to confuse followers took us into the deepest part of the bad part of town, the run-down old dock sections. Three blocks from my objective, I paused to build a hasty glamour around the three of us. Not even a stray cat gnawing on a fish skeleton looked up as we passed.  
 
    “Wow, illusions and that mind control thing you did with the guards,” Lin whispered. “They didn’t teach us anything about that in Xarparion. What kind of wizard are you?” 
 
    I glanced at her in annoyance. “I’m no wizard; I don’t have a spell book or cast spells. I…just think of it as a talent of sorts. The illusions are pretty useful in my line of work, but the mind stuff only works on humans and goblin types…I really don’t like to talk about it.” 
 
    “When I lost my arm and was dying, Alera did something similar to me, and it took away my fear. It still hurt mind you, but it calmed me down so that the healers could work on me…I wonder…” 
 
    “Yes, well, we’re here,” I interrupted brusquely, leading them inside an old stable that had a roof that appeared ready to collapse from a good sneeze. Reaching under the filthy straw floor, I pulled on a thin cord secreted along the wall space. With a firm click, a door latch released and swung open revealing a hatchway in the back wall. The top of a ladder stuck up just enough to show a passage descending into the darkness below. With the last of my flagging strength, I changed my appearance one last time to that of a dowdy middle-aged woman of medium means. “While we are here, you must call me Dame Asteria, for that is how they know me here. I don’t have the energy to coach you on all the details, so please just go along with whatever I say.”  
 
    I more slid than climbed down the ladder into a dim subterranean cave below. Once at the bottom, I waited until my companions were safely down, then pulled on another cord which slammed the door above tightly. Thankfully, the walls were all lit with faint lightstones that I had scavenged from some of my earlier adventures. We traveled a few hundred feet along a stone trail that had been worn smooth by generations of sketchy characters in earlier years.  
 
    “Smuggler’s cave,” I heard Lin assert to no one in particular behind me. 
 
    Finally, the trail opened up into a much larger cavern, lit by even more stones. In the center, a small fire burned merrily, the smoke rising up and dispersing in a long-cooled lava vent above. Over the fire hung a large pot of savory porridge bubbling merrily, and huge stacks of Johnny cakes warmed on a flat stone nearby. 
 
    Along both sides of the cavern were built a row of crude lean-to shelters. 
 
    “Dame Asteria?” An older, thin-waisted woman rushed out of one of the structures, taking note of my companions holding me upright. “What happened?”  
 
    “A run-in with some street toughs, Morena. I’ll be fine; I just need some food and rest.” 
 
    “That, we can certainly offer to our most generous patron. Please sit down and make yourselves at ease. It’s late and I was about to feed the little ones.” 
 
    “Patron?” Lin whispered, looking around unsure of what was happening. 
 
    Suddenly a gaggle of small children burst out of the shacks, most of them laughing and giggling, at least until they spotted strangers. Once that sunk in, they became subdued, and most of them attempted to hide behind Morena’s stick figure form. They peered shyly from around her sides to eye us with curiosity. 
 
    “Kinsey, Sarah, go grab the clean bowls and spoons, please. And make sure you add three extras to the stack. Oh, and grab the big jar of jam off my desk, too.” The caretaker chuckled. A pair of scrawny young girls, all knees and elbows, peeled off from the group and raced back to one of the clapboard rooms. Morena looked at the three of us and smiled proudly. “Can you believe it? Those two have actually started gaining weight and speaking in more than monosyllables; I think this calls for a celebration!” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Lin said, sinking to the sand to sit cross-legged. 
 
    “They’re orphans, Lin,” Jules whispered. “I know that look in their eyes all too well.” She joined her companion on the sand, and then looked over at the group and smiled, patting her lap invitingly. Instantly, another girl even smaller than the rest, with curls that almost matched the young druid’s broke off from the group and settled herself on Jules’ lap with a contented sigh. Two young boys crept over and nestled in between Lin and Jules. 
 
    The older children helped out by ladling up the stew and passing out generous jam-slathered slabs of cornbread. As soon as I had some food in me, I found it almost impossible to keep my eyes open any longer. The last thing I remembered was Jules playing patty-cake with the tiny slip of a girl on her lap and Lin looking on fondly. 
 
    My sleep seemed to be in fits and starts, not exactly nightmares but close enough. Opening my eyes, I could feel my head resting on a soft pillow that felt like fur. I was almost encompassed by the stuff, and it felt warm, safe and inviting. At least, until my bed sneezed! Sitting up abruptly, the biggest winter wolf I have ever seen unwrapped itself from around my body and sat up on its haunches. My first reaction should have been to scream and run away in panic, but something about this creature seemed familiar. We were still in the main cavern on the sand not far from the fire which was now down to mere coals. The wolf figure began shrinking in size and morphing back into a one-armed druid girl. 
 
    Lin plopped herself back down on the sand next to me. “Sorry if I startled you.” She grinned. “But you aren’t wearing much in the way of real clothes under that illusion, and I thought you might get cold. Morena wanted to put you in her own bed, but we weren’t sure if you could hold your image through the night and it might get awkward if she woke up next to a naked blonde beauty instead of a middle-aged merchant’s wife. Don’t worry, I didn’t take any liberties.”  
 
    “I’m tougher than I look, and modesty is something I never knew existed until I left Quagtown. You did the right thing. As weak as I feel, I might have let the illusion slip and that would have put everyone in possible danger. By the way, where is your friend? Curled up in a corner somewhere like a cat?” 
 
    “Naw, Jules snuck out early to go attune herself to nature and see if there’s been any change in the world around us. I could have done it, but she’s like ten times more sensitive than I am with that stuff. So, you run an orphanage?” 
 
    “No, I contribute money to the running of an orphanage,” I breathed out tiredly. “Morena does all the work; I just drop off some much-needed coinage from time to time. Don’t make me out to be some noble, benevolent soul that I’m not. Remember, I steal for a living and I’ve killed men who have gotten in my way more than once. When this is all over, I’ll disappear like I always do, never to be seen again. Morena and these children will be on their own once again, fighting for crusts of bread.” 
 
    “Then why do it at all?” 
 
    I dithered for some long moments with a small stick in the sand, finally answering. “I…I don’t know really. I remember being alone and helpless at their age. At certain junctures, I always believed that if I just had the tiniest bit of help somewhere along the way, my life would be far different and better. I guess I’m just hoping to make a small difference here and there.” I stopped and snorted dismissively. “Look at me. Here I am telling you things that I’ve never shared with any other living being. I must not only be weak, but delirious, too. Why am I telling you all this?”  
 
    Lin stood up, stretched languidly, and then struck a glamorous pose, batting her eyes in the process. “Well, I like to think that it’s my insanely attractive personality and amazing beauty, but Jules disagrees. Just so you know, she stayed up late talking to the children and Morena, and despite your claims to the contrary, she thinks what you are doing here is pretty special. That puts you somewhere between baby bunnies and her brother, the King of Sky Raven, in her estimation.” 
 
    “She’s a princess?” 
 
    “Not by blood or anything; he just sort of adopted us. We’re still family, though!” 
 
    “Then I envy you both,” I said pensively and closed my eyes, hoping this conversation and the awkward feelings it had dragged to the surface was over. Family, something I had never had, and the prospects for one in the future were bleak indeed.  
 
    I pretended to doze until a few minutes later I felt Lin tap me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Jules is back.” Looking up, I spotted the young druid striding in with a couple of large sacks over her shoulders. Halfway across the distance between us, she lost her grip on one, and it slipped to the sand sending fresh oranges rolling every which way across the cavern floor. 
 
    She watched them momentarily, then straightened up with a relieved grin on her face. “At least I didn’t drop the important sack!” She marched up and proudly opened it in front of Lin. “See, I told you they would have a bakery here!” 
 
    The aroma of freshly baked rolls laced with cinnamon and sugar wafted over to where I was sitting as Lin reached in and grabbed two of the pastries, handing me one. 
 
    “Better take two each,” Jules chuckled. “I bought plenty for everyone, but I’m pretty sure these little beauties will put the kids into a feeding frenzy.” She set the sack down, and retrieving another roll for her own sweet tooth, sat down in front of me as Lin joined as a third. 
 
    “So…any words of wisdom from on high?” Lin asked, licking a large glop of frosting off her fingers. 
 
    “Nope, no seagull wanted to talk today. But something strange is brewing; all the higher order sea creatures are swimming scared and leaving. It’s kind of like dry land animals sensing a forest fire and fleeing en masse. It’s all very odd,” Jules commented and then looked around carefully as she reached inside her shirt. “But I did run across something else of interest.” She unrolled a piece of parchment; the back of it had some rather prominent holes piercing the surface. When she turned it over, I was staring at a decent likeness of my blonde self. “These are tacked up everywhere.” 
 
    Hand-drawn, it showed me with a caption that read, ‘Infamous thief, Gem Duster, escapes! 500 gold meiga reward for her capture – dead or alive!’ I sat there stunned for a moment. Wow, that’s a lot of gold. The demon king must want me back pretty badly. But then, it’s not like he intended to pay it out or that there would be anyone left alive on this island to spend it. 
 
    I looked at my companions and wondered just how far I could trust them. With a deep breath, I made a decision and hoped it wouldn’t be one of my last. I relayed my discovery in the ancient keep, and pretty much word for word, my discussion with the demon king. 
 
    Later the three of us huddled in a quiet out-of-the-way corner while Morena taught school in the main area. 
 
    “So knowing there is a big play about to happen, and also the knowledge that a demon is involved, narrows things down a bit,” Jules began, absently tapping a finger against her pert chin. “I wonder…” 
 
    “What?” Lin complained. “You can share with the group, you know!” 
 
    “You remember how the Earth Mother is always telling us that the world we know is merely one in a long line of experiments that she has run and is running?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of creepy, especially when she tells us that cockroaches are on deck just waiting for us to fail. I mean, I don’t necessarily begrudge them a shot, I just don’t want to be around when it happens,” Lin grimaced. 
 
    I couldn’t contain myself any longer. “What are you two going on about?” 
 
    Jules affixed us both with a concerned look. “Years ago, Lin and I had the chance to spend a few days in the old libraries that the dark elves maintain in their capital. Mostly, we were just looking for cool new druid spells, but curiosity is curiosity. I remember opening one ancient tome that even our translation magic had trouble with; I had to call Ryliss over to read it for me. Apparently, dark elves were great explorers in the day, and long ago, one such expedition was on hand near the coast when an ultra rare confluence of the world’s moons occurred. It messed up the tides something awful, and all the water was temporarily sucked away from the shore for miles out.” She paused for effect, which seemed to annoy her impatient partner. “Anyway, the receding water revealed strange ruins where there should have been none. Of course, the elves living nearby ventured out to investigate. They came back with stories of rooms filled with shining metals, wheeled carriages with no attachment points for horses, and amazing clear glass passageways. More to the point, there were drawings of star configurations etched into the walls that didn’t match any known to the scholars in the group. Not only pictures of star maps, but those of people, as well. They were odd smaller beings with webbed, three-fingered hands and long, thin tubes instead of mouths. But even that wasn’t the strangest thing they found. On one wall was a glass tapestry of sorts, but more like a window or door to another place with a glowing purple band around it.” 
 
    “Like one of Rosa’s portals,” Lin supplied breathlessly. 
 
    “Except this portal opened into a world very different from ours. The sky was pink, and the waters teemed with small thread-like fish. The elves saw vast congregations of strange, malevolent creatures massing on the other side as if waiting impatiently for an opening. They had tentacles twice the length of an elf and as thick as a warrior’s arm sporting rows of glistening sharp hooks. On what must have been their face, huge circular, unblinking eyes were set back deep in their conical bodies with obsidian beaks that looked like they could crush a man’s skull with little effort. Their bodies pulsed with colors that were described as unearthly hues of black, red and orange. What particularly haunted the dreams of those long forgotten elves were the palatable dark waves of malice that reached across the expanse. None of them had any doubt that these creatures meant them great harm. Shaken, the expedition returned to shore just as the tide began to come in. Based on the accounts, a second expedition was sent to the same spot when the next confluence of moons occurred. This time, there was no trace found of the ruins at all. Spooky, huh?”  
 
    “A nice scary story for around the campfire late at night, but what do some kind of alien squid have to do with our situation?” Lin huffed. 
 
    “Think about it. We know from the Nova that other worlds exist, and not necessarily friendly ones, at that. What if one of these portals was opened and our world flooded with a voracious, intelligent, and evil invasive species that had no effective predators.” Lin and I just shook our heads. Julia’s eyes took on a faraway look as she continued, almost in a trance of some kind.  
 
    “They would turn the oceans, streams, and rivers into a slaughterhouse. Basic travel and fielding an army able to move and respond to a threat would become impossible. The humanoid races would fracture into small unorganized bands dependant on the few small bodies of water that remained predator free. Without a central authority, coordination of effort would be impaired, and the small groups of resistance would be in peril of being overwhelmed and ground into dust by even a modest demon-led force. 
 
    Even Sky Raven, as powerful as it is, would be largely ineffectual against this threat. It must be stopped.” 
 
    I looked at my two companions as they lapsed into brooding silence. 
 
    Rising to my feet, I dusted myself off. “Well, it certainly sounds like you two druids have your work cut out for you. I should leave you alone to make your plans. Feel free to continue to use this grotto as your base for as long as you need it; I’m sure Morena would love the company.” 
 
    “Where will you go, Gem?” Jules asked quietly. 
 
    “I need to see a man about a suit.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Gem 
 
    The dark wizard who was about to begin casting a dispel magic and then ceremoniously rip the life essence out of my only friend in this world didn’t utter so much as a sound as he died painfully. Nor did the two guards stationed outside his workroom door. My new knives felt strange in my hands, but that didn’t stop me from using them effectively. 
 
     Sneaking into the palace was a much less daunting task than the haunted keep, with only normal, albeit evil, humans and some low-level possessed guards to be concerned with. It was funny, but for some reason, I could spot a demon from a mile away now. They all had a greasy nauseating film around them to my sight. Shrugging it off as something I probably would never understand, I reached out with my mind, seeking Cloud’s presence.  
 
     Instantly, I was enveloped in a crushing mental hug of welcome; at least, I hoped it was a welcome and that he wasn’t still pissed at me for the way things turned out. The pressure faded and I was rewarded by a much deserved ‘I told you so’ hiss. 
 
    “Yeah, I missed you, too, buddy,” I whispered, ditching the pilfered clothes I wore and quickly sliding naked into the warm snakeskin folds that instantly conformed to my body. A few checks to make sure we were all good and I was ready. Another sibilant drawn-out sound that almost sounded like a ‘yessss’ tickled my brain as Cloud crushed and mangled the wizard’s mark tracing spell that had been placed on his skin. Somehow, my snake friend made even spellcasting a physical battle. Satisfied that there was nothing else attached to us, I eased out of the room.  
 
    Finally, a calming sense of wholeness permeated my body, and despite not yet being fully recovered, I smiled. Ten minutes later, I left the palace grounds behind me, just another waifish street urchin who blended into the clueless throng of passersby. 
 
    I considered my next move. Paramount in my mind was to gather some supplies and rest up for a day or two to regain my strength. I had learned the painful way that a wise thief takes care of the small stuff fervently. An improperly healed muscle pull or a moment of weakness from poor nutrition, can mean the difference between freedom and imprisonment, and I had no intention of being caught here again. A visit to one of my backup caches refilled my purse nicely. Now I just needed to find a safe place to sleep. 
 
    The maid tapped on the luxury inn’s door of Lady Althea Croftsmorton, third Marquessa of the Henefal Highlands. A confirming sound from within gave her leave to place her hand on the doorknob as she looked nervously at the barmaid who had followed her up the stairs from the kitchens. The other woman was heavily laden with a tray of food. Far too much for one person to eat she considered, but the ways of the rich were the ways of the rich. 
 
    Swinging open the door, she bowed low and kept her eyes averted from the old dowager propped up reading in the inn’s most expensive bed. She motioned to a small table, and the barmaid gratefully deposited the heavy tray on its surface and shuffled out the door, pulling it closed behind her. 
 
    “My lady, your breakfast; shall I serve you?” 
 
    “No, Daria, you may leave it where it is, I have a chapter to finish. You are dismissed.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I may do for you, my lady?” 
 
    A low impatient phlegmy cough was the only reply, and turning to exit, the maid rolled her eyes. She wasn’t going to be earning much of a tip at this rate. Leave it to fate that the inn finally gets a well-heeled tenant and all the old cow wants is to be fed and left alone. Closing the door firmly behind her, Daria sulked back to the main floor and her other duties. 
 
    I waited until I heard Daria’s footsteps land heavily on the main floor timber flooring before I threw back the covers and happily bounded out of bed to the small table. Whisking the cover cloth aside, I greedily took note of the piles of peeled fruits, fresh breads, and pastries. Apparently, the kitchen had gotten the hint when I complained about the stinginess of yesterday’s offering. 
 
    I was about to sink my teeth into a warm buttered biscuit when I heard a slight sound outside the door. With a squeak, I launched myself back into the bed, covered back up to my chin, and prepared my best old lady glare at the door, all the while slipping back into Cloud’s embrace and readying a dagger beneath the folds of the sheets. 
 
    The door didn’t open, but it did vibrate slightly as I leaned forward to stare at it curiously. Suddenly, my eyes caught two tiny pairs of furry paws sliding under the door and stretching past, followed by flattened heads and bodies, and ending with pink hairless tails.  
 
    Reformed into a relatively normal appearance, one rat ran forward to jump up onto the bed with me while the other made a beeline for the table with all the food. 
 
    I shook my head and growled in my normal voice. “Well, management will certainly be hearing about this. Imagine rats in an establishment of this quality; shocking! What is it with you two and rodents, anyway? And how did you find me?”  
 
    The images of the two grew and blurred rapidly, finally re-coalescing into the familiar personas of Lin and Julia. 
 
    “Relax, Gem, it’s just us.” Lin grinned as she surveyed the food tray. “Ooh…pastries!” Deftly and with surprising strength, she slipped her single arm under the tray and brought it over to deposit it in the middle of the large bed. Snagging a large raspberry filled roll, she climbed up onto the mattress to join the rest of us. “Rats are some of our favorite creatures; they’re fast, good climbers, not picky about their environment, intelligent, and no one pays much attention to them. They don’t gross you out, do they?” 
 
    I relaxed my illusion of the old woman and allowed them to see the young blonde persona they were used to. “Not particularly. They were my constant roommates for most of my life, and given my line of work, they’re almost a kindred spirit. But that doesn’t mean I want them in my thirty-silver-a-night luxury suite either! 
 
    “Your loss,” Lin gushed, pantomiming rapture as she bit deeply into the tart, unleashing red jam to squish out on both sides and dribble down her cheeks. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Gem?” Jules piped in with an amused sideways glance at her companion. 
 
    “Better, but as a point of professional pride, I would still like to know how you managed to track me down.” 
 
    The shorter druid merely smiled and pointed to her own nose. “Rats also have a great sense of smell. We picked up your scent and followed, but there’s something else in the scent stream now.” She uttered a low air-escaping hiss. I felt Cloud shift in the suit around me, and finally, his head seemed to peek shyly out from behind my neck. “Ahh, what a handsome boy he is.” Encouraged, Cloud uncoiled a little more, and the two of them began a conversation of sorts. 
 
    I looked skeptically over at Lin who was using her finger to collect the last of the jam off her face. “So is there a reason for this visit?” 
 
    “Yes,” she affirmed. Her hand hovered over the platter and finally selected a thick breakfast egg and cheese tart which found its way immediately to her mouth. 
 
    “I mean a reason other than pillaging my breakfast tray?” 
 
    “We need your help, Gem,” Julia interjected, breaking off from Cloud. “I was finally able to reach the Earth Mother with our concerns, and with her awesome knowledge, we were able to define the problem. Apparently, long before the rise of the humanoid races we know, an alien race she called the Zuen*eXo once sought to colonize our planet for their own use. Their race’s specific needs are much different than ours, so it was their intention to change the planet to their liking. But first, all the native animal life had to be eradicated. At that time, our world’s animal life forms had yet to leave the oceans. The squid creatures that the dark elves saw are an eraser species.” 
 
    “Eraser species?” I questioned, grabbing a skewer of pineapple for myself. 
 
    “Yes, they are released, they destroy everything, and then once the food source is gone, their own population collapses and dies out, leaving a clean slate for importation of new species.” 
 
    “Sounds messy; but obviously that didn’t happen.” 
 
    “No, the Zuen*eXo decided at the last minute that our world wasn’t a good candidate after all, and I suspect the Earth Mother may have had a hand in that. She thought the last of the portal sites had been destroyed during the last big global cataclysm, but apparently, she was mistaken. 
 
    This version of Detronius somehow managed to discern the site’s true purpose. That’s bad enough, but he also apparently either lucked into finding out that the portal’s containment field was about to break down, or more likely, he had some discrete help to push it in that direction. The Earth Mother implied it was not beyond the realm of possibility that the Kerr are just sore losers.”  
 
    “Then the boastings he made during my captivity could become a reality,” I finished for her. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jules exclaimed with some finality. “And the Earth Mother isn’t going to allow that. No outsiders get to mess around in her laboratory! She’ll destroy all life on this planet down to fungi when she’s good and ready and not a moment sooner.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Oops, did I say that? Oh, well, don’t worry about that part. I’m sure none of us will be around to see it anyway.” 
 
    I paused, speculating briefly about the relative sanity of my companions. “It sounds like the world goddess has a plan to take care of this, so what do you need me for?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the sticky part.” Lin sighed, licking the last of the frosting from her digits. She saw the look I gave her and blushed slightly. “The sticky part of the plan, not my fingers! You see, we love her and everything, but the Earth Mother’s solutions tend to be a wee bit heavy-handed on occasion. Like massive volcanic eruptions wiping out everything within a two-hundred-nautical-mile-radius kind of heavy-handed.” 
 
    “She’s your boss,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That she is,” Jules agreed amiably. “So she’s generously given us just forty-eight hours to take care of the situation, or she will. So the question you have to ask yourself is, ‘should I get my quasi-royal pampered ass out of this oh-so-comfy-bed and lend a hand, or should I steal a rowboat and see if I can row a hundred miles a day in shark-infested water made very angry by two pissed off druids.” 
 
    “You haven’t even explained what it is you want me to do!” I protested. 
 
    “Does it matter? You owe us, Gem; we saved your life, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but saving my life one day only to recklessly get me killed the next, doesn’t give me much incentive.” 
 
    “Well, I can think of twenty-one special incentives, starting with your friend Morena and all her precious charges. There’s no getting off this island for them.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to spew out an angry retort, but it caught in my throat. Finally, I managed to meet her eyes and sighed miserably. “You can be a real bitch when you want, can’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” Lin interjected gleefully. “Everyone assumes she’s the nice one because she’s sweet-faced and adorable, but really it’s me!” 
 
    “At least she didn’t eat all my breakfast,” I grumbled, sliding my feet out from under the covers. “What exactly do you need me for?” 
 
    “Glad to have you enthusiastically on board! We believe we have located the submerged portal site,” Jules deadpanned, “but there is a heavy main door that is locked and guarded.” 
 
    “A-huh. You two seem pretty adept at breaking into places on your own. In fact, I could use a couple assistants with your abilities.” 
 
    Lin absently drew her finger across some leftover powdered sugar on the tray before looking up at me nervously. “Gem, we tried, but there’s some kind of alien magic dispelling field on the door and beyond. It knocked us back to our human forms instantly. It’s not fun suddenly having lungs again three hundred feet below the surface! We barely managed to back away, change, and escape before unconsciousness and the kraken caught us. I haven’t been so scared since the battle with Lifebane at Sky Raven!”  
 
    “Hold on, did you say a kraken? As in ‘release the kraken?’ Destroy-entire-civilizations kind of kraken?” 
 
    “It’s only a young adult, at best,” Julia said breathlessly. “No more than eighty feet long, I would say.” 
 
    “Right, barely worth mentioning,” I groaned. Getting up from the bed, I started pacing around the bedchamber. “And what exactly is it you expect me to do in all this?” 
 
    “An anti-magic field is just another form of magic spell. For whatever reason, although we have a pretty good suspicion, you have a natural immunity to outside magic. There is every indication to believe the field will not affect you. Also, you being who you are, I’m sure you will have no problem with the door lock or any other locks and possible traps for the unwary that may be inside. Lin and I will distract the monster while you break in.” 
 
    “The wizard’s choker affected me.” 
 
    “We’re pretty sure the difference is between intrinsic magic and cast,” Lin opined. “In other words, the choker prevented you from doing your illusion boogy-boogy. But if someone tried to zap you with a freeze spell, it wouldn’t have done a thing. All you have to do is walk through the anti-magic field; there is no offensive intent.” 
 
    “And once inside, I do what? If the amount of time has passed as you suggest, this portal artifact must be practically indestructible. What do you want me to do, scratch my initials on it with my knife?” 
 
    Jules grimaced. “You let us handle that part. It will probably put me on triple-double-secret probation for the rest of my life, but I will get what you need to destroy the thing, or at least make it unusable for a few million years.” 
 
    “Sounds like great fun,” I mused sarcastically. “There’s just one other small problem. How do you expect me to work, much less breathe, that far under the sea?”  
 
    “We have a fix for that too,” Lin giggled, digging into her pocket and retrieving a quantity of small blue crystals in a small clear vial and holding it up to the light. “Mermaids create these for those humans they wish to…ahem…get to know better.” 
 
    “But I thought the Lifebane killed off all the Merfolk, along with the pixies, centaurs, and silkies?” 
 
    “It turns out they are only mostly dead,” Jules grinned. “There are a few still around if you know where to look, and we have traveled far and been very curious these past couple years.” 
 
    With a deep inward sigh, I ran out of objections, and finally, just hung my head in defeat. Cloud hissed sympathetically in the background of my mind and gave me a mild companionable squeeze. “Fine, how do we do this?” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Alera 
 
    “Alera…Alera, wake up!”  
 
    The words didn’t register immediately because I was pretty sure I was in bed back at Sky Raven dreaming, and there was no logical reason for a man’s voice to be urging me to get up in my own home. 
 
    A splash of cool water convinced me otherwise. Sputtering, I forced my eyes open to view everything in a blurry haze. Still unsure of what was happening, I tried to sit up. A firm hand intercepted me, and a rough blanket was stuffed behind my head. I didn’t actually succeed in reaching the upright position before ringing ears and a piercing headache threatened to explode my brain. With a whimper, I slumped back down, but the pain remained. 
 
    “You need to take it easy for a few minutes. Here, have a sip of water.” 
 
    Finally, I connected the dots as an open canteen was gently thrust into my hands and help was rendered getting it up to my parched lips. “Chance?” I managed to croak without drooling too much of the liquid down my shirt. 
 
    “Celyse’s finest errand boy at your service,” he whispered, pushing some strands of hair out of my face. I must have been stretched out on the ground, as he was sitting cross-legged next to me, eyeing me with concern. 
 
    “By the stars! Donnie and Daphne! I have to find them!” I jerked fully awake and again attempted to sit upright. Nausea hit me so fast I barely had time to twist away before I vomited a stream of stomach bile onto the sand next to me.  
 
    “You need to let your brain unscramble and probably heal yourself if you can,” he said firmly, wiping my face with a damp rag. “When I found you, your mouth and nose were still bleeding. It’s fortunate that you fell backward onto the beach rather than face down in the water, or worse yet, some goblins happened along. You won’t be doing any looking for your friends in this condition.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Hush.” He got up and gathered me in his arms like I was a small child and moved us away from the fouled sand. Farther in, a tree surrounded by cool grass seemed like a good refuge. Chance sat down with his back to the trunk, cradling me against his chest. “When you feel better, perhaps you can treat yourself. I tried some of the minor healing cantrips that Celyse grants me as her champion, but they don’t seem to work on you for some reason.” 
 
    “Some spell immunity…one quarter Nebulia,” I muttered. 
 
    “Only one-quarter angel?” Chance mused, his chin resting lightly on top of my head. “I would have guessed higher; your aura is amazing. I’ve never met anyone like you, Alera.”  
 
    I stayed quiet for a few minutes marshaling my strength and then sent healing energy radiating out from my own core. A nasty concussion, fractured neck vertebrae, cracked palate and three missing teeth resolved, I began to feel better. I also spelled away the disgusting residue coating my mouth. I would have extricated myself from Chance’s arms, but there was a sense of comfort here that I was loath to give up. Besides, my thoughts were still too panicked and jumbled; I needed a rational mind to walk me through what I had experienced. 
 
    I shakily explained what I had seen happen to Donnie and Daphne.  
 
    Chance growled softly and looked out on the river’s surface before commenting. “Alera, I have been around this world many times, and I can safely say there are no fish of a size you describe living in any river I have ever seen. The depths of the ocean perhaps, but in a shallow flat land stream like this? Virtually impossible; it would never be able to feed itself.” 
 
    “I know what I saw, Chance.”  
 
    “And I am not disputing that account in the slightest; I am merely suggesting that this was no natural denizen of the deep that attacked your friends. More likely, it was a spell-enhanced creature or a magical construct of some kind.” He paused and offered me another drink from his canteen before continuing, “And that is a very good thing.” 
 
    “How can any of this be a good thing?” 
 
    “A magical working of that sort would require a lot of effort and power. No one would create a monster of that magnitude merely to digest a couple of common human-sized appetizers. But it certainly wouldn’t be out of the question to use it to capture a small dragon and a pooka.” 
 
     “Captured? If they still live, I won’t rest until I find them!” I said, holding on to that concept for dear life. 
 
    “And I will help you,” Chance interrupted shortly.  
 
     Alarmed, I turned in his arms and looked up at his face. “Wait, you knew?” 
 
    Chance chuckled. “You are perhaps not as schooled in hiding your thoughts and actions as you hoped, Alera. That, or you just have no natural concept of deceit. You treat your small apprentice as an equal and sometimes even with almost royal reverence. During the attack, your aide was nowhere to be seen, but you were in tears about the welfare of the small dragon. Yet the rest of the week, after apprentice Donnie appeared, the subject of your friend, the dragon, and its whereabouts never came up even once. Even a muscle-bound clod such as I can put two and two together. 
 
    “Daphne is yet another puzzle. She is obviously more of a personal friend than a guide or bodyguard as you suggest. Yet unlike you, her aura is arcanely veiled somehow, suggesting she is an inherently magical creature. I have run across a pooka or two in my travels, and it seems to me that there was a suspicious-looking coal black mare working alongside the little dragon to save people from the burning buildings that first day.” 
 
    “You are far too observant for your own good, you know that?” I sighed, snuggling deeper into his embrace. 
 
    “An occupational hazard, I’m afraid. When you work around card sharps and hustlers for a living, it becomes second nature. Now, are you feeling up to a ride?” 
 
    “A ride? But how? And how did you come to be here?” 
 
    Chance let out a high-pitched whistle, and a few moments later, I heard the clip-clop of heavy hoofs as Chance’s gypsy cob warhorse appeared as if from nowhere. It was a beautiful animal, a white and chestnut piebald with a long flowing white mane, tail, and feathers. A few moments later, Chance was in the saddle and gently pulling me up on the great horse behind him.  
 
    “The answer to your first question should be self-evident. Flynn here goes everywhere I go. The second…well, let’s just say a mutual acquaintance made it clear to me that you needed my help.” 
 
    “And you just dropped what you were doing and came after me?” 
 
    Chance snorted. “That’s how it works, Alera. Some gods or goddesses might be generous and frame it as a polite request. Others make it a virtual life-or-death command. The end result is that you still do as you are told.” 
 
    “Sounds a little like slavery to me.” 
 
    “Hardly; at least slaves may keep their own private thoughts to themselves. A paladin lives and breathes as an earthbound extension of their patron deity. I am fortunate that Celyse is mostly benevolent in that respect, although I did get the impression she was rather irked with me last we communed.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, she made a rather pointed remark about me not having ‘my head in the game’ since I met a certain blonde healer, and sent me to find you.” 
 
    We rode in silence for a few minutes as I pondered the highlights of our conversation in my mind. Flynn, the horse, was traveling at an unhurried cantor along the tributary river’s edge in the general direction away from the main channel. Here and there, we had to detour around an old stump or some boggy depressions. The occasional white crane stopped, frozen in place, to watch us pass by. It occurred to me that my companion didn’t really seem to be guiding his horse in any way that was recognizable to me.  
 
    “Do you even know where this horse is taking us?” 
 
    “Nope, I haven’t a clue,” he snickered. 
 
    “By the stars! How is this helping find my friends?” My voice quavered with the beginnings of panic. 
 
    Chance nodded calmly and patted my arms wrapped around his waist. “Alera, all we require is faith and a little luck.”  
 
    “Luck?” I repeated dully. Luck really wasn’t something I thought about much. Sure, there was the occasional ‘if we’re lucky, the wound won’t become infected’ kind of expression, but it wasn’t something you could depend on in any way. The Nebulia didn’t even have a word in their language for it. I decided to change the subject. “So what are we tracking here? I don’t know of any wizard spells that would make a supersized monster or construct, and I practically grew up in Xarparion. Druids would consider that an abomination to nature.” 
 
    “A powerful witch or warlock could do it if they were strong enough. I’ve heard that these mysterious Enchanters can make golems of any size they desire.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there are only two Enchanters in existence at the moment, three if you count Princess Belle, and they are all friends of mine. At least, they were friends before I selfishly set out on this quest.” 
 
    “You know a princess?” 
 
    “I delivered her. One of my duties is personal physician to the King and Queen of Sky Raven. Not that they need me very often. I also teach healing for some classes of Xarparion students.” 
 
    “I had no idea I was traveling with a lady of the court,” he said, his voice tightening. “You must attract many courtiers from far and wide.” 
 
    I sighed, imagining the scene. “No, it’s not like that at all. For one thing, Sky Raven is not like any other court I know of. King Alex and Queen Maya have no patience for useless behavior. There are no foppish sycophants lounging about in garish clothing in their keep. Representatives from other lands are treated with respect but encouraged to complete their business and leave forthwith. They have a close circle of advisors which are more like devoted friends. More often than not, you will find the King working a hot forge on some special enchanter’s project of his, or cooking…” 
 
    “Cooking? Your King has to prepare his own food?” 
 
    “No, Sky Raven is fully staffed. He actually enjoys making meals for his family and friends. He’s quite accomplished at it, as well.” 
 
    “And the Queen?” 
 
    “Queen Maya is an incredible swordswoman. If she isn’t caring for her family, she can usually be found helping train Sky Raven’s dark elf troops or Xarparion’s guard force.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like any royals I’ve ever encountered. Wait, did you say dark elves? I thought they fought under the Lifebane’s banner.” 
 
    “They did at first, but then more enlightened leadership came into power, and they switched sides. Actually, a full contingent of them helped defend Sky Raven in the great final battle; I was there.” 
 
    “Still, can they be trusted?” 
 
    I chuckled at the thought. “You would have a hard time finding anyone at either the fortress or the school who would voice that sentiment any more. They are well aware of their recent past, and I think each and every one of them works extra hard at dispelling that notion. The leadership at Sky Raven has been a wondrous lifeline for their people. They could have been shunned, made a crippled pariah race by virtually everyone because of their wartime affiliations, but King Alex has taken the lead in opening up new avenues in trade and exploration for them. They’re even on cordial terms with the dwarves of Bellrock for the first time in history. Of course, the fact that Queen Maya is a dark elf and is the most beautiful woman on the planet doesn’t hurt diplomacy either.” 
 
    Chance twisted in his saddle and shot me a curious look. “The most beautiful woman on the planet, you say? Somehow I feel there should be a ‘present company excluded’ caveat in there.” 
 
    “Really? I’m covered in river mud, I’ve got bruises on top of bruises, and my hair looks like a family of marmots has been using it for dental floss!” 
 
    “Yup,” Chance asserted smugly and faced forward once again. 
 
    We traveled for several hours this way. The land tilted upward, and the river we were following became much more animated. The bogs gave way to foothills, and the foothills to rocky ridges. As a way to pass the time, I told him the story of the great last battle against the demons and undead horde. We stopped once to water Flynn and bolt down a handful of pemmican each from Chance’s saddlebags. 
 
    “Well, it’s not exotic fare hand prepared by royalty,” I sniffed, engaging a regal pose, “but it’s still quite good, and I thank you, sir knight.”  
 
    “I suppose I qualify as a knight by occupation,” he said quietly as he helped me back up onto the back of our steed, “but not by title. My father was a poor hedge knight with a small holding in Acinia, and I was the fifth son in line.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    “I was young, seventeen, with no hope of inheriting any land; basically expendable. I joined a company of warriors who set out to save the world against the Lifebane. While I was away, the horde and the goblins that came after them rolled over Acinia. They left nothing in their wake.” 
 
    “After the war, couldn’t you go back and reassert your claim to the lands?” 
 
    “I suppose I could have, but everything I remembered was burned or razed to the ground. There were no villagers left to work the fields, and I had no vast fortune to rebuild even the smallest shack. Besides, I am a terrible farmer, so it's lucky I got this gig with Celyse. Flynn is the only remnant of my past life that I have.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be, this life has introduced me to places and people I could never have dreamed about when I was a young lad back in Acinia.”  
 
    Here and there, scrub trees and bushes began to make an appearance which slowed down our progress with thorns that tore at our clothing. 
 
    “So you explained the uniqueness of Sky Raven’s Royals, but you avoided my question about the many brave knights and courtiers who must constantly compete for your heart’s attention,” Chance said, nonchalantly plucking at a burr that had tangled in Flynn’s silky mane. 
 
    I smiled. “Well, I could regale you with lurid tales of dashing young princes and handsome, muscular adventurers delivering bushels of exotic flowers and pounds of chocolates to my doorstep, but modesty wouldn’t allow it. To be fair, honesty wouldn’t allow it. I get none of that, actually.” 
 
    “I find that nearly impossible to believe.” 
 
    “Well, when you have a Nebulia guardian wielding a gigantic magical broadsword scowling at every man who walks by with even a slightly impure thought, it tends to dampen the ardor of all but the most persistent. On top of that, I’m told by my friends that I have a problem letting people get close to me.” 
 
    Chance made a dramatic show of looking around, even under the horse. “I fail to see this Nebulia you speak of; did you leave him back at Sky Raven? I’m pretty sure, given the way our bodies have been pressed together for the past several hours, that I would have been struck dead long ago.” 
 
    “He…retired recently,” I said lamely. “In fact, the same day that I found out I have a twin sister I never knew existed. Something the Nova apparently hid from me all these years, and the reason I’m here and not at Sky Raven. Donnie and Daphne just came along to help, and now I’ve put them in mortal danger. I am so not worth the trouble. I have to find them!”  
 
    “We will, and we’ll get them back safely.”  
 
    I leaned back away from him, startled by the firm almost harsh determination in his voice. “We? Chance, you realize you have no obligation to…” I stammered awkwardly.  
 
    “Oh, there most certainly is an obligation,” he cut in brusquely. “An obligation to myself perhaps. Alera, you have no idea how hard it was for me to ride away from you the first time. Besides Celyse has as much as said I am worthless to her at the moment, so I intend to see this through. You know this is the first adventure where I’ve had free will since I took service with Celyse; it is exhilarating!” 
 
    “You are a strange sort of paladin, Chance,” I said, holding my feet up to avoid getting them wet in the small burbling stream we were currently crossing. As we rode up the opposite bank, I could see the ground becoming rockier yet, and Flynn had to carefully pick his way forward. 
 
    We plodded along for another couple hundred yards before Chance rose up in his saddle and spend a few moments looking around. The ever-present heat and the moist soils were manifesting a light ground fog that was just spooky. Humidity rising into the air gave the sun a strange coronal effect that made it a struggle to keep one’s vision fully focused. 
 
    “And Flynn still wants to go on?” 
 
    “Well, he hasn’t veered from this general direction yet. And I know he hates getting his feet wet so…this must be the way.” 
 
    “Perhaps if we climbed that small hill over there, we could reconnoiter.” I pointed toward a rise ahead of us. 
 
    Chance stood up in his saddle, balancing himself carefully as he peered in the direction I was indicating. He paused for a few moments before sighing deeply. “That’s no hill.” 
 
    Startled, I refocused on the object as, strangely, it began to move.  
 
    Seeming to dissolve and undulate at the same time, the anomaly stretched out toward us. Layer upon layer falling into lockstep until it was one unbroken scintillating line moving unerringly in our direction. Its massive triangular head led the way, and its tail lagged perhaps seven human body lengths behind. 
 
    “What, by the stars, is that?” I gasped in disbelief. 
 
    “A reptile of unusual size? Of course, anything less wouldn’t be worthy of our concern, right?” Chance laughed uneasily and kicked Flynn into action, pulling him into a ninety-degree turn away from the oncoming giant. The great horse flowed forward, but due to the terrain, couldn’t pick up much speed without the danger of a broken leg. The snake seemingly had no such issues. 
 
    Flynn valiantly pressed forward, jostling the two of us in all directions. But as the minutes dragged on, the distance between us closed until the three foot wide jaws and five-inch fangs were a scant dozen yards behind us. 
 
    “Alera, when I jump off, you keep going on Flynn. Don’t stop no matter what you hear.” 
 
    “Chance, you barely survived the ogres; this thing is ten times their size!” I screamed over the crashing of the horse’s hooves. “Let me try something first.” 
 
    “Quickly then!” 
 
    Breathlessly, I looked back over my shoulder. I swear we were so close I could see halfway down the beast’s gullet. Fear welled up inside me, but I could still put a cohesive thought together. 
 
    Chance looked startled as two mirror images of us on Flynn appeared alongside us and then veered off in opposite directions. The monster slowed in momentary confusion, but seemed to shake it off and bear down on the real us once more. Crap, I forgot they have heat sensory organs. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Story for another time. Quick, what would a snake like that be afraid of?” 
 
    Celyse’s champion pondered that for a brief instant as we sailed over a low berm of rock. “First, there are no natural snakes like that, and the answer to your question is, I’m pretty sure he’s not afraid of a damn thing at that size.” My arms locked tight around his midsection, I could almost sense him putting two and two together as he continued. “I doubt your dragon trick would work either; they’re instinct-driven creatures. If he’s never met a dragon, he has no frame of reference to consider it a threat. Anyway, we may be in luck; I see a structure of some kind up ahead. If we can get to it and find shelter, I’ll release Flynn and let him draw the monster away.” 
 
    I peered over his broad shoulder. Ahead, the ground rose, and an old worn path seemed to lead up to an ancient cut black stone structure of some kind. Roughly pyramidal in shape, with the back half cut directly into a rocky cliff. Covered in twisted vines, it looked unoccupied. 
 
    “He’ll be eaten!” 
 
    “Unlikely,” he asserted, urging his mount on even faster. “He’s an amazing animal, and without the two of us on his back weighing him down, he will be able to get away and join us later. Fortune favors the bold in this case. I’m more worried about us finding a safe hole to hide you in. When I pull up, you need to leap off and scurry inside that slit of a doorway on the left. At least, I hope it’s a doorway.” 
 
    Without time to think, I felt Flynn put on the brakes a few seconds later, and I hit the ground running. A hastily conjured wall of illusionary flame shielded us from the view of the creature. My feet pounding, I slipped through the divide in the stone and into a cool dark, smooth-floored passage, Chance immediately on my heels. I hoped the flame wall would at least stall the snake enough for Flynn to make a break for it. 
 
    “Thank you!” Chance panted, resting his hands on his knees momentarily and warily watching the entrance.  
 
    As our eyes adjusted to the low light conditions, I looked around.  
 
    Chance listened carefully and then ventured a quick peek outside. Apparently satisfied, he returned to me relieved. “It appears the monster took the bait and we are safe for the moment.” 
 
    We were perhaps twenty feet inside the structure in a small dirt floor room with a small extinguished fire pit the only visible feature. No doorways other than the one to the outside presented themselves, and I was immediately grateful the snake hadn’t tried following us through the narrow passage. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    Chance muttered an activation word and a gem mounted in the pommel of one of his now drawn swords lit up with an arcane glow to provide us with illumination. “I don’t like our odds if that snake should lose Flynn’s trail too soon and decide to backtrack.” He began industriously going over every inch of the chamber. 
 
    “Chance, about that magic you witnessed,” I began nervously. 
 
    He sheathed the sword that did not hold the light source and used his free hand to examine a corner of the wall. “Alera, I won’t pretend to understand what it was I saw, because I certainly don’t. But I know you, and for now, as you say, it should be a story left for another time. Perhaps an intimate evening sitting by a crackling fire, sharing a blanket, with a couple mugs of butter-mulled cider would be good. However, right now I believe we should find a way out of this room post haste.” 
 
    I blushed at the thought of his intimate evening suggestion and quickly changed the subject. “But where? Is it safe to go back outside?” 
 
    He smiled and pointed upward at a darkened corner of the ceiling; his fingers pointed out small indentations in the stone wall leading up. He returned his second sword to its back scabbard, the pommel stone brightening the room as it stuck up over his shoulder. Tentatively, he began climbing. When his heavy boots reached about eye level with me, he looked down and whispered, “I thought it strange that they would build an entrance that went nowhere. Up here, I can see a small ledge and another passageway leading away. Do you think you can manage the climb?” 
 
    I issued an unladylike snort and attacked the wall with something to prove, reaching the ledge just a few moments after he pulled himself up. Ignoring the proffered hand of assistance, I gained my feet and dusted my traveling leathers off, watching his reaction from the corner of my eye. A huge grin split his face approvingly as I nodded and gestured for him to lead the way forward.  
 
    With Chance leading, again with weapons at the ready, we followed the only path open to us down a cut stone passage that looked like it hadn’t been used in centuries. Desiccated rodent and insect bodies littered the floor, half swallowed up by the dust of ages. The air did feel somewhat cooler, so I assumed we were headed deeper into the hillside. 

Finally, we ended up at the foot of a circular stone stairwell that wound clockwise up into the darkness. The steps were all of different heights and depths which gave the construction a haphazard, unfinished look. 
 
    Chance read my expression. “They’re built that way intentionally. Anyone traversing these without decent illumination or in an incautious hurry would find themselves in a world of hurt. We should probably hold onto each other tightly in case of a stumble.” 
 
    “A-huh…and couldn’t that just lead to both of our bodies tangled up in a disheveled heap at the bottom?” 
 
    “Ha, like you would ever look disheveled,” he chuckled happily, clearly liking some aspects of the mental image. 
 
    “I think I will just hold onto you for now.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Lady.” 
 
    Our cautious trek upward ended at a landing featuring a stout wooden door. Chance took a few moments to check out the other walls before concentrating on the issue at hand. 
 
    “Well, good news and bad. It’s locked by a drop bar on the other side. The good news is that the wood is old and has dried up and shrunk away from the frame somewhat.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I can probably get a knife blade through the opening and use it to flip up the bar, but it may make a devil of a racket when it ends up falling to the floor. Chance we have to take, I guess.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    I felt tears starting to form in my eyes. “Chance, why are we wasting time poking around this old ruin when we should be getting back to Flynn and resuming the search for my friends?” 
 
    The champion looked at me incredulously, as if I had just said something incredibly stupid. But his eyes softened as they looked into mine and saw distress. Sheathing his swords, he wrapped his arms around me, and my face pressed instinctively into his shoulder. “Alera…ah…sweetheart,” he stammered slightly. “I thought you knew how these quests worked. I deeply apologize for leaving you in the dark.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “When called by Celyse, her champion is either exactly where he should be or exactly en route to where he should be. There is no mistake, ever.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “Here, this place, is our destination. Your friends will be nearby.” 
 
    “How can you know that? We rode aimlessly for hours, and then we were chased by a monster reptile in random directions. We’d probably be having this discussion in the belly of a humongous snake right now if we weren’t fortunate enough to stumble across this place…” My voice trailed off as I considered what I had just said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Chance beamed with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “But I thought she was mad at you or something; why is she helping us?” 
 
    “Her moods can seem somewhat capricious at times. I know, but if she were a human woman, you would undoubtedly describe her as having a big heart. That said, it is never a good idea to question her gifts, but merely be always grateful.” 
 
    “I am grateful, very grateful, to both of you.” 
 
    He released me with a nod and turned back to the door, pulling a long thin-bladed stiletto from the side of his boot. “Are you ready?” He inserted the knife, the large muscles in his arms straining as he fought to overcome the friction of the heavy timber wedged across the doorframe. With a sudden pop, the wood bar shifted up, and a judicious knee to the center of the door pushed it open. 
 
    The crash of the door flying open coincided almost exactly with the clatter of the beam hitting the stone floor as we both poured through. We were in a small five-by-five alcove, with a rounded open doorframe directly ahead. It seemed to be covered with a tapestry of sorts, and I could see light seeping through here and there where moths had completed their handiwork. 
 
    Swords out and leading the way, Chance pushed roughly past the wall hanging. 
 
    A large, well-lit chamber stretched before us. At some point in its past life, it might have been a lavish throne-like room, but age, lack of attention, and the blanketing of spider webs in nearly every corner gave it the look of a neglected mausoleum. Dominating the center of the room was a deep, tiled, water-filled pool of some type. A pair of tied-off heavy chains hung over the side and disappeared into the depths below. 
 
    Thus far, our entrance hadn’t seemed to have garnered any attention. There was an ornate door at one end of the space and a broad stone staircase leading upward at the opposite. Other than the door hidden behind the tapestry that we had used, there were no others evident. Moving farther into the room, Chance took up a guard position closer to the door, while I cautiously circled around the other side of the pool to look for clues. 
 
    Skirting the outside of the pool, I noticed a rise of bubbles breaking the surface, and my eyes were curiously drawn to peer into its depths. Perhaps ten feet below, I could see a weaving of metal bars like the top of a cage or basket. 
 
    Apparently sensing no danger, Chance joined me at the edge to look down.  
 
    “What is it, Alera?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. The bubbles are disturbing the surface, and the darkness is making it hard to see.” 
 
    He activated the light orb on one of his swords and held it down toward the water. The rays of light filtered through the murky water and revealed a still black shape suspended beneath the metal latticework. With a start, the shape jolted and began to struggle violently in its watery prison, more frantic bubbles of air being released to race to the surface. Perhaps thirty seconds later, it gave a shuddering last twitch and fell motionless once more. 
 
    “Is that a goat?” Chance speculated, moving the light source around to get a better view. 
 
    “Goat? Goat!” The realization hit me, a black goat! “Daffi! By the stars, Chance, that’s Daffi down there! We have to get her out!” 
 
    The goat body below us gave another startling heave and once again began to thrash about wildly as if in agony. 
 
    “A pooka cannot be killed in their animal form. She’s literally drowning to the point of death, and then her magic is reviving her, only to repeat itself over and over again! Grab those chains and help me pull her up!” 
 
    “I think not,” an unfamiliar female voice announced in the room. Chance and I both whipped around to spot a woman in a dark, hooded robe, leggings, and boots standing on the stairs. Strapped to her waist was a long sword that, to my eyes, seemed to flicker with arcane magic. At her feet, resting on the bottom step, was a large covered woven basket. She slowly flipped back her hood to reveal her face. Redheaded, middle-aged, she might have been pretty once, but was now marred by a cold visage of pure power and arrogance. 
 
    “The pooka caused me no end of mischief until I brought her to heel. I quite like her just where she is. On a side note, it will be of some academic interest to see how long she lasts before she gives up and changes to her human form for the last time.” 
 
    “You’re torturing her!” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose one could interpret it that way,” the woman smirked casually as if it had no more importance than a discussion of the afternoon’s weather. 
 
    “I won’t allow that. Who are you and where is my other friend?” I spat angrily. 
 
    “M. Ginerva, Tredecium-ranked sorceress, at your service. However, I am afraid you no longer have any claim to the hatchling; he is mine. I’ll admit I haven’t decided yet whether to keep him or sell him to the highest bidder, but I have plenty of time.” 
 
    Chance glanced back at me and silently mouthed the words ‘Witch,’ and then with a slight toss of his head, a pleading, ‘run Alera!’  
 
    I smiled sweetly, rolled my eyes, and gestured negatively. Chance valiantly striving to protect me was heartwarming, but not something I could seriously treasure at the moment. Deep down, a tsunami-level rage was building. How dare this pompous, self-important bitch imprison one of my friends and torture another! 
 
    The sound of Chance’s swords clearing their scabbards directed my attention back to the issue at hand. He began to cautiously advance toward the woman. 
 
    The contemptuous look she shot him nearly pushed me over the edge. The blood of my Nebulia forbearers seethed in my veins. This will not stand! 
 
    “Last chance, sorceress!” I stormed. “Release my friends and allow us to leave in peace.” 
 
    Chance froze for an instant, looking back over his shoulder with a wild-eyed expression akin to abject disbelief that I was openly prodding Ginerva in this manner. 
 
    The witch’s face pinched into a scowl, and drawing a wand from her sleeve she barked, “The only peace you will be receiving here my pretty little poppet is the peace of the dead!” With that, she kicked over the covered basket at her feet. What appeared to be two dozen large gray sewer rats poured out from its interior and spread out across the floor.  
 
    Chance chuckled nervously, “Well, this doesn’t seem so bad. If you are counting on rat bite fever to take us down, I should warn you that my companion is an excellent healer.” 
 
    “Healers? Pfffff…they barely qualify as magic workers. But to the task at hand. Are my little pets not a heroic enough of a challenge for you, warrior?” Ginerva hissed, her wand tracing an intricate pattern in the air. “Will this do?” 
 
    A long, soul-rending howl shook the stones beneath our feet. A crescendo of others followed as, one by one, the rats scattered about the room rose up on their back feet and grew. Long canine jaws punched out of their faces, and their bodies manifested stringy black hair over broad muscular chests, legs, and clawed hands. The creatures’ blood red eyes didn’t look like anything I had ever seen in nature. Surrounded by the nine-foot-tall monsters, I spared a questioning glance at Chance with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Werewolves!” he affirmed grimly, gripping his swords and backing up closer to me. He whispered, “One is bad enough, but over twenty? It appears our fortunes have taken a distinct turn for the worse. Perhaps Celyse is more put out with me than I thought. We need to break for the door we came in as close together as possible. Once you are through, keep running; I will delay them as long as I can.” 
 
    “Meaning until they kill you!” I responded hotly, still under my breaths. “And I get to play the role of the poor defenseless maiden again; well not this time!” 
 
    “Please, my love, let me do this! We stand no chance against twenty werewolves.” 
 
    My love? Did he just say what I thought he said? Shaking off the rising emotions that were threatening to weaken my knees, I tried to focus and change the subject. 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea, Chance. How about we both live to tell the tale, and we just take down this mutt queen. They may have the teeth and claws of a werewolf, but they are still just rats at heart.” 
 
    Anything else I was about to say was loudly interrupted by our host from across the room.  
 
    “Well, I hope what you two were whispering about over there were your last words of tender endearment. Regrets are such a terrible thing to take to the grave. This has all been very entertaining, but I have a gold dragon to sell.” She waved the wand once more and issued a terse command, “Kill them both!” Almost skipping with self-satisfied glee, she turned and bounded happily up the staircase. 
 
    With a communal snarl, the werewolves rushed us. I concentrated, and deep shadows formed around the two of us and coalesced into stretched feline shapes. Glowing yellow eyes hung like paper lanterns in the air above us as hissing and yowling sounds threatened to drown out the growls of the approaching canines. Large cat paws lashed out in the faces of the werewolves and growls of aggression were replaced by whining sounds of fear. 
 
     A dozen black alley cats the size of cave bears surrounded us, and with a high-pitched trilling snarl, they began to advance and push back the wave of attackers. Four-inch, razor-sharp claws tore through the air as their prey retreated into a far corner, milling about in desperation. The cats closed in, herding them like mice. 
 
    One by one, the werewolves began to pop out of existence, leaving only a dead rat with an exploded heart in its place. The fewer the canines, the faster the fear escalated until they were losing two or three of them with every hissing lunge by the big cats. 
 
    The remaining werewolf capitulated with a mournful last whimper and flopped over dead on its side like all its rat-tailed brethren. An instant later, I dismissed the cat phantasms, and they retreated back to the shadows. 
 
    “Whew, that was certainly interesting,” I said lightly, dreading to glimpse Chance’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. I wasn’t entirely sure if it would be relief or horror. He was, in fact, studying me carefully as if I was about to sprout another head or something. 
 
    “Alera…,” he choked out. 
 
    “Ummm…yeah…probably another part of that serious discussion we’ll be having later?” I smiled hopefully. “Help me pull up these chains, will you?” 
 
    Celyse’s champion blinked a few times, and sheathing his swords, lent a hand on the chains. While the links that had been submerged were slippery to hold onto, the cage itself wasn’t all that heavy. In a couple minutes, we managed to bring the top of it to the surface. Pulling it closer to the edge, Chance snapped the restraining cords that held the top lid of the contraption in place. Reaching in, he managed to grab the now comatose goat’s legs and heave her dripping carcass out of the water. 
 
    I rushed to my friend’s side and propped her head down so that the water could drain from her lungs. 
 
    “Come on, Daffi; I know you’re not dead,” I pleaded, trying to massage some life back into her. I knew that none of my healing magic would work on a pooka, but I tried some anyway. Suddenly, a fountain of water shot out of her mouth, and the goat body trembled mightily before descending into painful hacking coughs. Her legs twitched and then frantically fought to right herself on the wet slippery surface. Her disoriented goat face swiveled to mine blankly as she tucked her legs under her and panted mindlessly. 
 
    “Alera, we need to press our advantage if we are going to rescue your apprentice,” Chance reminded me, eyeing the staircase. 
 
    “I know. Daphne probably needs some time in the sun to heal fully. Do you think it’s ok to leave her here?” 
 
    “As long as she stays in her present form, which seems to be her desire, I think she will be fine until we return. We won’t let anything get past us and back into this room.” 
 
    “Let’s go end this, then,” I hissed. 
 
    He nodded and a ghost of humor traced across his lips. “Would my lady wizard prefer me in the front as sword fodder or in the back desperately trying to stay out of the way?” 
 
    I made a show of curtseying. “You may lead the way, sir champion.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I fear you are only assuaging my frail male ego in this regard.” He winked, pulling his swords. 
 
    A final check to make sure Daffi was stabilized, and we charged up the stairs. 
 
    Apparently, we were climbing a tower of some sort as the stairs seemed to continue on forever. On the third flight up, we were jumped by a pair of hobgoblin guards with axes. Not knowing if they were products of Ginerva’s transformation magic or just actual guards, I hung back to see what would happen. The cat phantasms had cost me a fair amount of power, and I wanted to keep some reserve for the sorceress herself if needed. 
 
    The ugly brutes wore heavy hauberks, but only bracers on their arms. Their axes were devastating but slow to move, and Chance took full advantage of their unprotected armpits to sever important arteries and muscles. In less than a minute, the two monsters slumped to the stone pouring their lifeblood across the hard surface and their axes clattering down the steps. I noted that neither changed back into any original form upon death, so they were real hobs. Stepping over the bodies, I checked over my protector for injury, healing just a single shallow cut to one of his legs.  
 
    We resumed our trek up the stairs, this time with me in the lead. Around the next winding corner appeared to be our goal, the top of the tower. Unfortunately, Ginerva had heard the commotion below and was waiting for us, wand at the ready.  
 
    “You two again?” she huffed petulantly. “I have to do everything around here myself.” 
 
    A sickly ray of green light played down on the two of us from the end of the device. It washed over me with no effect. And considering what she had done to Daffi, I was in no mood to play nice. I searched my anxious memories back to that day when Xarparion fell, and the rage inside me that felled the orcs. Penning it up mentally, I sent it back in force at the witch, excessive heartburn! 
 
    Ginerva got a fiercely pained expression on her face as if she had eaten something that didn’t agree with her, but it was far from the result I expected or desired. 
 
    It suddenly struck me that Chance had vanished from my peripheral vision and hearing. I glanced down at the steps behind me. There, in a loose pile, were his clothes, armor, and swords. Atop said pile was a rather handsome bullfrog.  
 
    Turn my boyfriend into a bumpy-skinned amphibian, will she! 
 
    “A bloody mind witch! I should have guessed.” Ginerva scowled and burped loudly as I turned my full attention and wrath back to her. “My shields barely held up, but you aren’t using any at all, so why aren’t you a frog?” 
 
    “A frog? Really?” I spat, ignoring her question. “Could you be any more cliché? Why not a damn newt while you were at it?” 
 
    “Call me a traditionalist. Anyway, don’t backtalk your elders, little girl, I don’t need magic to put upstarts like you in their place.” With that, Ginerva smiled and reached for the sword at her belt. “It appears our magic is mutually ineffective so we will have to do this the old-fashioned way.” 
 
    I stepped back warily until my foot brushed against the hilt of one of Chance’s swords. Ducking down, I picked up the unfamiliar weapon. I had been training hard with Daffi over the weeks with both training sword and staff, but this was different. Lighter than I expected, the blade was curved instead of straight and seemed designed more for slashing than straightforward stabbing. I made a mental note that if I lived through this affair, I would beg Chance to train me on this type of blade, as well. The Celyse symbol engravings on the blade flared to life briefly, and my hand tingled as if grabbing a stinging nettle plant as I fell into a defensive sword stance. It occurred to me that in most cases, anyone handling a champion’s or paladin’s sword without express permission might be hazardous, but I had other things to worry about. Like the flashing sword blade that nearly cleaved me in half and sent a few strands of my blonde hair lightly twisting to the stone steps. 
 
    I backpedaled down the steps and began the process of studying my opponent for clues to fighting style and proficiency as I had been coached by my tutors. Something about her sword caught my eye; its warm sparkling aura was strangely beckoning and familiar. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, where did you acquire that sword?” I panted as I made a lunge to throw her off guard. I was already at somewhat of a disadvantage due to the fact I was on a lower step than her and the curvature of the stairs interfered with my right-hand swing. 
 
    “An interesting story that,” the witch intoned, effortlessly parrying one of my efforts. I had noticed that she seemed to consider herself somewhat of a scholar, so I doubted she would pass up an opportunity to lord her superior knowledge over me. “I was quite taken with finding out its secrets when it first came into my possession. It is an artifact of great power, that much is certain, but I’ve never been able to unlock its full potential. Alas, to me, it’s just a very pretty glowing blade with a superior keenness spell. Someday I will unlock its mysteries.” 
 
    “But how did you obtain it?” I reiterated, attempting to drive her farther up the stairs with a flurry of slashes so that I didn’t inadvertently step on a certain uncooperative frog. 
 
    She looked at me and smirked, countering my every attack with practiced ease.  
 
    “Well, if this is any indication of your fencing talent, I suppose there is no harm in telling you. It’s scarcely conceivable that you will survive to tell anyone, after all. The truth is, I took it in during the war in trade for my conjuration of some badly needed extra troops. According to the seller, under threat of being made a cockroach, the sword was in the possession of a certain line of travelling merchant Bellrock dwarves for many generations. That’s a very long time. Apparently, the last scion of the family line was weary of not being able to do anything with the sword either, so he got rid of it. This weapon has an unenviable history of disappointing its owners.”  
 
    “Perhaps it just hasn’t felt its past few owners were worthy,” I riposted.  
 
    I felt the quickening of excitement. If this sword had originally come from Bellrock as the witch implied, it’s possible that like the keystones that fed magic to this world, it was looted from Sky Raven sometime in the distant past. It definitely felt like Nebulia magic to me, and I had been around a lot of it. Now I just had to decide if I wanted to risk everything on the possibility that it might not allow itself to hurt me. Ginerva merely snarled angrily at my latest observation about the sword’s past owners, and I realized our polite discussion was over. 
 
    I couldn’t match her experience and accuracy. If she truly pressed the attack, I would be dead in a heartbeat, and sensing her patience was at an end, I formulated a strategy to test my theory. Feigning fatigue, I let my defense slip just a little. Nothing fatal, but she could definitely score some painful flesh wounds if she took the bait. 
 
    The first strike that should have taken a slice out of my blocking forearm caught my tunic’s material, hung up and unexplainably slid past without drawing blood. The second, aimed at my ribs, sliced through the strap of my side bag, but again did no damage to my actual person. Ginerva flinched and looked down at the sword in troubled curiosity as she readied another attack.  
 
    This time I was emboldened to go for broke, sending a silent request to Celyse for understanding. I intentionally overcompensated in recovering from a slash at my opponent and left myself wide open to an inevitably fatal chest shot. The witch’s eyes twitched at her stroke of good fortune, and she immediately launched the killing thrust. Somehow, someway, the blade veered slightly at the last second and instead of impaling me, careened past my ribs into the narrow void beyond. With a shout of triumph, I tossed my sword at her head to distract her and trapped the Nebulia blade between my side and arm. An enormous leap of faith led me to grab the razor-sharp instrument with both free hands and wrestle the witch for its possession. 
 
    As we struggled, a name insinuated itself into my brain, Haelodikḗ. The sword’s name is Haelodikḗ.  In the back of my mind, I translated that to something along the lines of Divine Beacon of Justice in the Nebulia language. No wonder it wouldn’t perform for thieving dwarves and an evil witch! 
 
    Slippery blood was seeping through my fingers and running down the fuller channel toward the ornate cross guard as Ginerva gave a particularly vicious yank, and I almost lost control of the blade. My blood, however, seemed to stir something within the item. It ignited explosively and began to burn along its length with hot sea blue flames. The conflagration that reached my hands seemed like a warm healing breeze, but during our tug-of-war, the fire reached the hilt and leaped across to the witch’s hands. 
 
    A hoarse scream rang out that threatened to deafen me. Holy flames not only burned flesh, but when deployed against evil, set fire to their very soul. Ginerva was most painfully getting a taste of her certain future eternity. She writhed in agony, desperate to break contact with Haelodikḗ. She finally released it and staggered back up a few steps, her hands a smoking burnt ruin.  
 
    Quickly, I reversed my grip to the proper way of holding a sword, marveling that my own hands had miraculously healed as if never damaged. This weapon was like liquid confidence in a bottle; no real noticeable weight and its very essence seemed to gently guide my skills in using it.  
 
    Above me on the steps, Ginerva had somewhat recovered, at least enough for the hatred to return to her face. Using my healer’s sight I could see her system was teetering toward full-blown shock, her breathing was shallow, blood pressure plummeting. 
 
    Pointing Haelodikḗ in alignment with her chest I ordered. “Surrender, witch, and release those you have enslaved!” 
 
    “Never!” Ginerva gasped, retreating a few more steps above, her foot bumping up against Chance’s sword that I had lobbed at her head earlier. I saw her glance down and calculate the distance. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it. That sword belongs to a goddess.”  
 
    “Bah…more mind tricks! I am still the better swordswoman than you, little girl,” she grated confidently, pain overcoming reasoning. There was a brief pregnant pause as I watched a parade of thoughts traverse her features and then a decision…the wrong decision. She whirled, scooping up the blade and turned to face me, a look of triumph etched on her harsh mug. 
 
    A brief flash of piercing white light blinded me momentarily, immediately followed by the overpowering odor of ozone. Shaking my head and blinking away some tears, I glanced up in time to see the witch’s body had been vaporized into random dust motes that were floating lazily around the stairwell. Chance’s sword spinning like a roulette wheel on the last broad step was all that remained.  
 
    I heard a soft groan behind me, and relaxing my sword posture, I swiveled to peer down the steps. 
 
    With Ginerva’s death, her transformation powers were forever negated. Chance had returned to his human state and was shakily trying to dress himself on the uneven footing. I had to suppress a giggle as he hopped awkwardly on one foot desperately trying to reclaim his pants, and blushing adorably. 
 
    “Awww, and I never even got to kiss the frog to turn him into a prince!” 
 
    Rumbling like a thundercloud under his breath, Celyse’s champion finally slipped back into his boots and shirt. A couple powerful strides later, joined me on the step. The look in his eyes was hard for me to decipher as he carefully removed the sword from my hand and gently placed it on the next step up.  
 
    Powerful arms welcomed me forward and crushed me to his chest.  
 
    “I can help you with that disappointment,” he whispered into my hair. “Frog princes are overrated anyway…too many warts.” His lips hungrily found mine, and it was oh, so very nice.  
 
    Coming up for air some minutes later, I heard a familiar plaintive voice drift down the stairs from somewhere up above. “Ma belle, when you two have finally completed your moist, sweaty, over-lengthy embrace, I would appreciate being released from this magical cattle pen…and fed!” 
 
    “Donnie?” I looked up at Chance, and the two of us shared a guilty smile. “Be right there!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Alera 
 
    “I created a monster,” Daffi sighed wearily as she parried another slash from my sword. “Personally, fencing on a moving open boat that doesn’t even have a flat floor in the middle of a turbulent ocean doesn’t sound like the best idea to me.” 
 
    “Sailors do it all the time.” 
 
    “A-huh…well you’ve surpassed any training I can give you now, so I’m done. Get Chance to spar with you.” 
 
    “But he is the only one who knows how to sail the boat,” I complained, reluctantly issuing a command to Haelodikḗ to retreat back into whatever pocket dimension it spent time in when not needed. That was only one of the amazing things that the sword was capable of. While not sentient in the same vein as Winya, it responded instantly to mental commands and even seemed to anticipate them. 
 
    We were miles from land, the hint of high ground only a shadow on the glittering reflective horizon. Warm sea air carried a traveling breeze, and I marveled at the different shades of blue that spread like blotches of spilled ink across the surface.  
 
    Daphne plopped down and sat cross-legged on the tiny bow deck of the twenty-five-foot knarr we had purchased at the last island. It had taken most of our combined treasure to buy it. Chance had not been particularly happy to leave Flynn behind, housed in a stable, but the big horse just wasn’t practical on a small boat. Donny’s fervent assurances that we were getting very close to my sister pushed the decision. I also suspected that if Celyse felt Chance needed the big warhorse that he would just somehow appear by a stroke of luck anyway. 
 
    I glanced back to the tiller mount on the stern and grinned to see Donatello and Celyse’s champion engaged in lively banter, smiles all around. At least that was one paladin who would never hunt dragons; I would personally see to that. 
 
    Daphne was another issue. The diminutive, spiky-haired pooka still carried a haunted expression from her ordeal at the hands of the witch, and guilt racked my brain for being the cause. I tidied up the boat a bit and then joined her at the bow. Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, I gave her a companionable jostle. As we watched, a mottled seagull landed on the bowsprit and peered at us inquisitively, probably looking for a handout. 
 
    “Want to talk about it yet?” 
 
    The pooka was deathly silent, but I could see her diaphragm spasming involuntarily. Finally, a diminutive sob broke free from her lips. “What am I doing here, Alera? This whole adventure sounded like fun when Maya asked me to follow you. I was so honored that she would entrust me with it. But it’s just served to shine a light on all my weaknesses instead. I nearly lost Donnie to the witch. Pooka powers just aren’t matched to this kind of thing, and I’m a lousy druid on top of it all. I should have just learned my place and stayed a nymph slut in my old forest; at least no one would have gotten hurt because of me!” 
 
    “Daffi, you are my best girlfriend. I wouldn’t have been able to admit that to myself much less say it out loud before this quest. People always say that travel is broadening, and now I know what they mean. Each of us has grown so much, me, you, Donnie. Some of it has been bloody and scary, but I have to tell you in all honesty, I wouldn’t have it any other way. And I certainly don’t think you are a lousy druid!” 
 
    “She is correct,” a deep feminine voice broke into our discussion, as the seagull waddled confidently down to perch directly in front of us. “However, everyone else on this vessel is imbued with the one thing you are not young druid – faith. That is your lesson for the remainder of this journey.” 
 
    “Earth Mother?” Daffi bleated weakly, frozen in shock. 
 
    “Who else would manifest as a talking seagull? And you all best keep the rats-with-wings comments to yourselves. Now listen, my girl, and listen well! You are here, in this place, at this time for a reason. I will now give you your assignment. There is a great evil at work here in these waters. While two of my best are already working on a solution, they will absolutely need your help. Now go forth and make me proud. And belay the self-pity; I get enough of that from the sloths and the proboscis monkeys.”  
 
    With that, the bird took to the air, made a large loop and swung back to its former perch. 
 
    “Oh, one other thing, when you meet up with the other two druids, do not mention that I called them two of my best; their heads are already insufferably large.” This time, instead of taking off as a bird, she changed into a small fish and nonchalantly flipped over the side. 
 
    “Umm, wow,” I said in wonder. 
 
    Daffi’s eyes were as big as saucers as she sought my face. “My first assignment!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    A few hours later, I stood on a deserted beach watching the ocean swells roll in and relentlessly push loose piles of seaweed up onto the white sand. A deep sense of dread permeated my mind. I wasn’t accustomed to operations that I hadn’t personally planned out in detail, and this sense of the unknown and unprepared disturbed me. But we were running out of time. 
 
    Lin interrupted my thoughts by putting a hand on my shoulder. “Ok, Gem, this may be the hardest part of the mission for you to accept. It has two parts. First, we need to get these crystals into your lungs. It’s a good thing your resistance to magic doesn’t extend to crafted magic items; otherwise, it would prevent you from using an artifact like your snake armor. These crystals, while they aren’t sentient like Cloud, are pretty high-level magic.” 
 
    “What do they do?” 
 
    “Properly placed, they will attach themselves permanently to your lungs and extract oxygen directly from water and supply it to your body in a close approximation of breathing air.” 
 
    “Like gills?” I questioned sharply. 
 
    “No, the process is much more efficient than gills and doesn’t require any external body modifications. The good news is that once you leave the water, they become inert and stay with you the rest of your life until you someday require them again. You’ll never drown, Gem.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like the other-shoe-dropping portion of this story?” I growled as she led me down to the water’s edge, stopping to flip a horseshoe crab back into the water. 
 
    “Ok, here’s the truth.” The blonde girl wrapped her arm around me and leaned in confidentially. “When the mermaids perfected this process, it was almost always with an unconscious near-death drowned sailor. Even under the best case scenario, it took three to four days for the sailor to recover, come to terms, and adapt to his new reality. We don’t have that kind of time so we will have to improvise. I’m betting that you are tough and smart enough to power through this.” 
 
    “Ok…so do I just inhale these crystals or what?” 
 
    “No, that wouldn’t be precise enough, placement-wise; and regardless of intentions, your body’s first instinct is always to protect itself and reject stuff from entering your airways. No, what is required is…” She paused and snickered softly, the edges of her mouth twisting up in an evil smile. “You know those situations where someone is about to do something and they always say that ‘this is going to hurt me more than it hurts you’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said warily. 
 
    “Well, this is not one of those times. I am going to enjoy the hell out of this.” With that, she smiled, uncapping and emptying the container of crystals into her own mouth, and pouched them in one cheek. “Now, it’s important that you don’t freak out and move excessively no matter how strange this feels. Got it? Ok, Cloud, a little help here.” 
 
    “Got it.” I wondered where this conversation was going until I felt my armor stiffen until I felt encased in an iron maiden. 
 
    “Good; now close your eyes.” 
 
    I did so and felt the young druid’s arm clutch me firmly, leaning me back in a classic dancer’s dip. Instantly, I felt warm, soft lips press against mine. 
 
    Five minutes later, I was on all fours in the sand, dry retching. 
 
    “Well, I won’t say that’s the worst reaction to one of my kisses I’ve ever encountered, but its right up there,” Lin observed dryly from behind me. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I gasped, trying hard to keep my lungs from abandoning ship. 
 
    “Anteater tongue. They are really quite dexterous, just the thing for probing those small hard-to-reach areas. My friend Ryliss showed me how to transform a single part of our bodies instead of wholly assuming another form. It comes in quite handy sometimes, and it doesn’t even require a spell cast.” 
 
    “She sounds like a blast at a party,” I muttered, half choking, finally managing to rise trembling to my feet. 
 
    “Oh, she is. She’s also a scholar; I wish I were half as smart as she is but, oh well, beauty before brains I always say. Now it’s time to move on to phase two of this operation.” Lin cocked her head to one side as if listening to the waves gently lapping the shore just a step away. “Jules is going to distract our little kraken while I transport you to the door.” 
 
    I nodded, fingering the small additional pouch of druid hocus-pocus that I had been given. Julia had drilled into me the procedure I needed to perform once I reached the portal. Basically, draw a magic circle on the ground or floor next to it, and then place in precise order a number of magical fetishes at equal distances apart. That accomplished, I would then scatter a small bag of volcanic glass in the middle, and my work was done. Jules could activate the heavy duty magic remotely.  
 
    Wading out into the waves until they reached the midpoint of my chest, I felt something large and smooth bump up against me, and a sail-like dorsal fin slap into my hand. This was seriously out of my comfort zone! Another insistent nudge and I stretched my leg over the back of the black and white creature. Grabbing hold of the top fin, I stretched my body across the orca’s back to lower water resistance. At nineteen feet in length, she was a powerful animal, and I allowed myself one last longing look at the world topside before I was swept away. 
 
    It took me a few seconds to relearn breathing. 
 
    When I had finally settled down, we were already descending into a twilight world without colors. Fortunately, Cloud lent me the ability to see in low light, so I caught some of the vivid scenery of the deep coral formations, fans and sponges before we reached our destination. Thankfully, there was no sign of any kraken.  
 
    Lin pulled up approximately fifty feet from a large sea mound and waited patiently for me to disembark. Squinting, I could make out the outline of a weed-encrusted round metallic doorway set a few feet deep into the square face. I gave her a slap on the tail and gingerly began swimming toward the anomaly. I soon found it somewhat easier just to walk. Without the added buoyancy of air residing in my lungs, I either had to swim aggressively or walk. Floating was not an option. I could only hope that the magic crystals were potent enough to negate the effects of the “bends,” a condition I had read about in my research days. I normally steered clear of underwater burglary, but this was now a new avenue I could feel opening. 
 
    About five feet from the door, I breached some sort of barrier. The tactile sensation I felt was comparable to walking through a very thin waterfall. Reaching the door itself, I found an unfamiliar lock design but not something I was unprepared for. It took me longer to pry the door open from its millennia-long rest than to defeat the actual mechanism. Finally, the heavy monolith began to reluctantly open on its meaty hinges. Sliding through, I left it slightly ajar in the event I needed to make a hasty retreat. 
 
    Inside, the passageway was still water filled but extremely stale. Flecks of dead seaweed and other detritus poofed aimlessly at my steps. I got the distinct impression that this structure had been built around the portal I expected to find. The walls were made of a solid material that obviously was quarried in large sheets as there were few seams; floors, and ceilings the same. There was literally zero available light in this place, so even with Cloud’s enhancements, I had to resort to using a lightstone. Two more locked doors, and still no side corridors leading anywhere, this had me concerned. This place was looking more and more like a vault of some kind and less of a manned installation. No writing or decoration of any kind on the walls; it made my neck hairs stand at half mast just from the creepy aspects.  
 
    Finally, the third door presented itself. It was slightly heavier than the last two but still way less massive than the outside hatch. Unlike the others, this door opened in and had a door bar feature that was currently in the vertical unlocked position The mechanical lock was exactly the same as the others. 
 
    That gave me pause, and the more I thought about it, the more rampant the necks hairs’ warning. A good thief learns to listen to instincts. Ok…ok...so I might not always follow the instinct’s advice, but I do listen. Cloud shifted nervously as well; never a good sign as I counted his bad ju-ju warnings as even more credible than my own.  
 
    I popped the lock and then nervously relocked it as I waffled. Removing my crossbow from my pack, I quickly reassembled it, thankful not for the first time that it was of all steel construction. That meant I didn’t have to worry about strings getting wet and stretching. I removed a special lightstone from my pouch; this one had the spell cast on modeling clay instead of rock. Forming it carefully around my one and only steel quarrel, I activated it. 
 
    As it was now in a longer, stretched form rather than the standard round mode, it actually put off nearly twice as much light as my other less expensive stones. I didn’t bother to tether the quarrel. If all this caution were for naught, I would just pick it up in the next room. 
 
    Defeating the lock yet again, I turned my cocked crossbow sideways, braced myself with the door handle and cracked the door open a couple inches. A quick general vertical alignment then I gently pulled back on the trigger and the bolt shot out as expected. Granted, with the drag from the water, its range would be limited; I estimated perhaps as much as twenty feet. More than enough distance to show me a decent-sized room.  
 
    Reaching in my pack, I retrieved a small mirror on a stick, another dwarf construct that cost me a fortune. But when you need it, you need it. Using it, I perused what I could see with only a three-inch gap. It was about a thirty-by-thirty room after all, and there at the back and directly out from my door was the portal exactly as the girls had described. All looked benign except for one small detail, and I had insisted they relay the story to me multiple times…there was no glowing purple band around the portal. 
 
    The thought occurred to me that possibly this reiteration of an alien portal was simply built without that feature, but that didn’t sit well with the dread I had resonating all the way down to my toes. Taking a deep, shaky breath, I pushed out an illusion of me throwing open the door and walking slowly up to the portal. 
 
    For a few moments, nothing happened. 
 
    Suddenly, with a thousand piercing screams of victory, a cloud bank of inky black creatures tumbled down from the ceiling and enveloped my illusion, shredding it into a million bloodless bits. 
 
    “Shit!” I screamed, my voice having no power in water. I yanked the door closed as fast as I could while attempting to re-engage the lock. Something powerful latched onto the back of the door and began to inexorably drag it away from me. “Cloud, help me!” 
 
    I felt an elongation of the suit as a snake body thicker than my upper arms stretched over and pressed itself against the paneled frame above the door, and constricted. Grabbing onto the u-brackets designed to bolster the door bar, I stuck a foot up on the door frame side and added my strength to the process. 
 
    Wickedly sharp-clawed suckers attached to midnight black pseudopods slipped through the door gap and slapped at my booted foot as I heaved with all my might. Squeals of alien anger rebounded off the walls as we played our macabre game of tug-o-war. Whether the two of us overpowered it, or it merely released its grip to gain a better hold, there was a momentary let off of the fierce battle. Just enough for the metal door to close, crushing a couple finger-width tentacles in the process. With my last ounce of panicked adrenaline-laced strength, I slapped the solid door bar down and into place. 
 
    Panting wildly, I engaged the door lock as well and stepped back. Cloud receded into his usual home deep in my armor as I fought to regain my wits. Obviously, it was too late to destroy the portal. Judging by the fierce beating the doors and walls were taking from the creatures on the other side of that door, it wouldn’t hold them forever. I had little hope that the other barriers would do the job either. These foul creatures would find a way. 
 
    Returning back whence I came, I carefully relocked every door including the outer vault until I once again found myself outside in the open ocean and flagging down a killer whale. 
 
    Thirty minutes later the three of us were sitting disconsolately on a small sand dune gazing out onto the ocean, lost in our own thoughts. 
 
    “This is soooo not cool,” Lin exclaimed to no one in particular. 
 
    “Sorry, but the portal threshold had already been breached; there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    “We’re not blaming you, Gem,” Jules explained wearily. “It’s just sad for everyone involved that we couldn’t get it done in time. A lot of innocent people are going to die. How long do you estimate it will take for the creatures to break out of containment?” 
 
    “A day, perhaps a few hours more or less. Couldn’t you bolster the walls around it somehow to give us more time to evacuate?” 
 
    Lin shook her head. “One, Detronius would never allow people to leave. Two, there’s still that pesky kraken to worry about. Three, construct a three hundred foot tall curtain wall rising up from an unstable ocean floor? Maybe it could be done with a team of high-level water and earth wizards with a week to work. Anyway, construction work isn’t our forte; we deal in life and nature.” 
 
    “What about a really big life-force warding barrier?” Jules ventured, turning it over in her mind. 
 
    Lin snickered mockingly. “Still have to anchor it to something solid. You’ve seen the underwater terrain; the only suitable components available would be the island and the outer reef shelf, and still a few gaps to cover. Call it five or six nautical miles in circumference. The two of us could do it, barely, but with no cushion in the event of a problem. And to what end? We couldn’t hold it indefinitely.” 
 
    “But any delay would give time for an evacuation, right?” 
 
    “Back to the first of the original three issues, Detronius wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    “What if Detronius was removed from the equation?” I asked seriously, looking them both in the eye. 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that, Gem? You’re good, perhaps great, as a thief, but no assassin. You would probably need a magical weapon to do any damage at all,” Jules explained, looking anxiously at Lin, who seemed to wilt a bit, reaching up to stroke her non-existent arm. “We know all about fighting demons, and it’s not to be undertaken lightly.” 
 
    I reached for my own heart and pantomimed pain. “Good? Perhaps great? Really, you two damn me with faint praise. I am the best that has ever been. I am also not crazy enough to fight a high-level demon and his minions. However, what I am suggesting may neutralize him none-the-less or at least his command over the people.  It should give you time to contain the creatures.  Perhaps we won’t need to evacuate the island after all.” 
 
    The two druids looked at each other dubiously. “Ok, Gem, we’re listening.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and began, “Detronius’ hold on the populous is tenuous at best, correct? He and his policies are generally hated, and the man on the street thinks the king is crazy. What do you think would happen if the people were presented with incontrovertible evidence that the being on the throne was not the legitimate king at all?” 
 
    Jules gave me a blank look. But Lin whistled softly, picking up on my suggestion immediately. “So your plan is to retrieve the real king’s body from the chest in the old tower? And what, show it around town?” 
 
    “Any competent cleric from one of the trusted major churches could easily cast a identify spell on the corpse and reveal its true identity. If the body is indeed Detronius the Sixth, we just exposed the sitting king as a base impostor for all to see. I’ve spent enough time here to know who the right individuals to contact are. The island’s people are on a hair trigger as it is.” 
 
    “I imagine rioting in the streets and the palace put under siege would be the least that would happen. But, Gem, what if the demon moved or destroyed the body?” 
 
    “Why would he? I am literally the only one who knows about it and the only one skilled enough to get to it. Evil views all interactions through the filter of its own morality. So I’m sure the demon Detronius believes that I escaped in order to save my own skin and I’m halfway to another continent by now.”  
 
    “Which actually would have been your first impulse if you hadn’t met us, I assume?” Jules challenged thoughtfully.  
 
    That girl was very sharp. 
 
    I had the presence of mind not to blush, however, and just smiled. “That is one possibility. However, my limited understanding of druids is that you, by definition, are a bit ambiguous with the whole concept of right and wrong, as well. The mangy wolf has just as much right to live as the cute baby deer and all that. You’ve as much as admitted your own patron deity is planning on destroying most life on the planet someday, hardly an altruistic act.”  
 
    Lin broke out in a pealing laugh. “I suppose you’ve got us there. Perhaps that’s why the three of us get along so well! Well, that and you’re drop dead gorgeous and order the absolute best pastries. I think your plan has merit. What do you think, Jules? Can we put off the Earth Mother’s mass destruction for a little while until we see if our girl here can trigger mayhem in the streets? 
 
    Jules twisted a few of her long brown curls around her finger, apparently deep in thought. “On one condition, we work all night to get that life force warding up. I want it in place no later than tomorrow morning. I don’t trust those creatures to stay put. So, Gem, you are on your own on this; try to stay alive, ok?” 
 
    I winked. “I’ll be back with the stiff before you know it.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Alera 
 
    Early morning on the great eastern sea was a truly breathtaking scene. We had spent the night uncomfortably on a small, guano-covered rocky outcrop we were lucky to find in the middle of the sea. It was so small you could easily toss a rock from one end to the other. None of us were sad to see it disappear behind us and, in fact, it encouraged us to make a much earlier than normal start. 
 
    Munching on a piece of native fruit, I sat once again on the prow of our little boat and watched with great satisfaction the appearance of the last major island in the Seven Kingdom’s chain, Montomoria, in the distance. Here I would finally be reunited with my long lost twin. I had to admit I had allowed my imagination to run wild the past few days. Was she nice? Did she look like me? Was she married with scads of little nieces and nephews for me to acquaint myself with? Did she have magic after all? Ohhh, it was so exciting! My daydreams were interrupted by Donny in his human form sliding in next to me. 
 
    “Are you well, mon cheri? You seem preoccupied?” 
 
    “Just longing and imagining how it will be to finally meet my sister. How about you, Donnie?” 
 
    “ Me?” He snorted humorously, and I thought I even caught a whiff of smoky brimstone on the sea air. “I am longing and imagining how it will be to finally savor bacon once more! I never wish to eat dried fish again! I have to admit this journey that we are about to complete has not been what I was expecting when we left Sky Raven. I do not wish to rush your family reunion in any way, but I, for one, am ready to go home.” 
 
    “What? Even if that means returning to a sheltered life, chafing under the iron fist of your two lovely silver girls?” I teased unmercifully. 
 
    “Ah…Dawn and Dusk; they are supremely beautiful, are they not? I believe when I return there will be much less chafing and much more appreciation of their untiring efforts to keep me safe. I cannot express how much I miss them, even though I expect their righteous wrath to be monumental.” 
 
    “Most of that will be directed at me, I’m afraid. Perhaps with ‘luck,’ I will survive,” I chuckled and turned my head back to take a quick appreciative glance at Chance. Just in time to see a towering jet of water erupt directly behind the boat where we had just sailed moments before! 
 
    We were close enough that sea spray splattered down on us like raindrops. Before that jet could die down, another appeared on each side of the original, and then others after that. Cannonades of spouts picked up speed and raced away from our position, following some sort of pattern. What the heck? So do we have some idiot of a water wizard playing games with us? 
 
    Strangely, Daphne stood up in the boat, spread her arms wide and watched the strange proceedings, giggling happily. 
 
    “Daffi?” I blurted out in concern. 
 
    “It’s okay, Alera. It’s actually better than ok, really!” She smiled broadly. “It’s druid magic. I recognize its essence from working with Ryliss. I just don’t know any of the formal spells because there was no one at Xarparion to teach me.” 
 
    “Odd,” Donatello commented, looking around. “It’s almost like an invisible hand was building a fence or gate out here in the open ocean.” 
 
    “It’s not that open anymore. We’re coming into the mouth of the outer harbor.” I laughed in high spirits, looking forward. 
 
    Indeed, decent-sized fishing fleet docks and a couple larger warehouse quays for cargo hauling vessels hove into view. Behind it, nestled against a steep mountain perhaps a mile distant, was the capital city, at least as shown on our map. There was a feeling of general closeness to the construction, as if every square foot was precious. 
 
    Dense steel gray fog seemed to lie in patches here and there across the neighborhoods, and bells were ringing incessantly from several small cathedrals that jutted up through the skyline. 
 
    “That’s strange. I would think fog would be close to the water’s edge this time of the morning,” I observed. 
 
    Donatello lifted his human nose up into the slight breeze and took a whiff. “That is not fog, ma belle, that is wood smoke, not mere cooking fire smoke either. It reminds me of the smell of the burning homes at the village we rescued.” 
 
    “I don’t know about this island, per se,” Chance added from the back. “But in most cities I’ve visited, bells are typically only tolled nonstop in the event of a crisis.” He paused sheepishly. “Otherwise, they are just annoying.” 
 
    “Well, it appears we have arrived just in time for the special event then.” 
 
    As if to punctuate my statement, there was a loud splash, and all eyes were drawn to the back of the boat. A black harbor seal landed practically in a stunned Chance’s lap, gave him a big slurpy, wet French kiss and then levered itself off onto the small rear decking. It peered at us for a few moments, and I would swear it was grinning mischievously.  
 
    There on the deck, its dark shiny skin went translucent and began to morph into a slim blond woman with only one arm wearing travelers’ clothes, her head cocked to the side like a dog as if trying to assimilate some strange new information.  
 
    She looked at me impatiently. “Gem, what are you doing in a boat out here? We totally lost building containment ten minutes after we got the warding up; it was a close thing. The creatures are loose, right now they are duking it out with the kraken but I don’t see him lasting long. Aren’t you supposed to be formulating civic unrest, and who are these people anyway?” 
 
    “Lin?” I stammered. We hadn’t seen each other in over three years, and she was the last person I expected to run into. 
 
    “Well, yeah, my name hasn’t changed since I saw you twelve hours ago.” The young druid tilted her head, listening to the sound of the not-so-distant bells now. “Sounds like you at least made a decent start anyway, Gem.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me, Gem? You know me…it's Alera. We went to Xarparion together remember?” 
 
    “Ha-Ha! Gee, I thought we were over this Alera-impersonation stuff! You know, you have a sexy, playful side that no one would guess exists. You should let it out more often.”  
 
    “No, Lin,” I interrupted, approaching her. “Not sure who you think I am, but I’m really Alera.” 
 
    Half laughing, she leaned forward and gave me a good sniff. This was followed by a deeply puzzled look. “What did you do with Cloud? Don’t tell me you lost him again!” 
 
    “The only one of the two of us who has lost something is you…your mind! I have no idea what you are talking about. I’m here to find my sister!” I half screamed at her in frustration. 
 
    “Sister?” Lin paused, then looked at me in a new light. She threw herself into my arms and gave me a giggling, one-armed hug. “It really is you, Alera! I knew you were too unique to have just an exact random doppelganger. Mother Nature can be weird but not that weird!” 
 
    “Wait…you’ve met her?” I gasped, my knees threatening to drop me to the deck. My realization that the long quest was nearly over was almost overwhelming. “What is she like?” 
 
    Lin smirked. “Beautiful…usually…brilliant, of course; Jules and I consider her a friend. But you are going to be in for a bit of a shock.” 
 
    All the while Daffi had been standing stock still at the front of the boat, practically vibrating with pent up excitement. Finally, she couldn’t help herself any longer and stepped forward with a question. “What do you mean, ‘usually beautiful’?” 
 
    Lin responded automatically, “Our girl is a bit of a naughty chameleon.” Her eyes slid past me and focused on the young pooka behind me. “Whoa, what do we have here?” 
 
    “Lin this is Daphne, a new druid, and one of my best and most loyal friends.”  
 
    Lin stepped past me and faced Daphne. The two druids wavered a hand span apart for what seemed like minutes, neither talking but each seeming to look deeply into the other’s eyes. Finally, their expressions changed – Daffi’s hopeful, and Lin’s one of abject amazement. Lin slowly moved forward and reaching out, embraced the young spiky-haired pooka, tears running down both their faces. 
 
    Not relinquishing her arm around Daffi, Lin angled to look at me. “It seems you have brought me a new sister as well, Alera.” Bringing her eyes back to the pooka, she murmured. “And, oh, so wonderfully powerful…Jules is gonna flip over you!” 
 
    “Powerful? Me?” Daffi squeaked.  
 
    “Ha! It’s a good thing I have my amazing charm, beguiling beauty, and stellar personality to keep me centered or I would definitely feel like the runt of the litter in our group. Your power is an immense reservoir, always being topped off by the plant life that surrounds you. You get almost nothing from animals, but hey, you stand next to a sequoia and nothing will touch you, girl! We’ll talk later with my partner…after we put you to work!” Lin smiled reassuringly and turned to the rest of the group. “Sorry, didn’t mean to ignore you boys. Let’s see, we have a devilishly handsome man, with some obvious divine favor of some sort, piloting the boat. And forward lookout is…a young dragon masquerading as a little boy?” 
 
    “Chance and Donatello,” I supplied. 
 
    “Charmed. Got it. Wow, Alera, I wish we had about twenty-four hours and unlimited bakery access to hear the whole story, but things are a bit dicey right now, and you all need to get to land immediately. Long story short, the sea here is teeming with alien killing machines. On the island, there is a demon on the throne poised to start another round of global extermination ala Lifebane.” 
 
    “Wha…what?” 
 
    I watched in horror as a large black tentacle stretched silently up out of the water and appeared to ready itself to envelop Lin from behind. Seemingly unconcerned, the druid reached back and slapped it like an errant puppy. “Bad squid, bad!” Apparently foiled, the razor-tipped, onyx, suckered limb slipped back into the water.  
 
    “Yeah, the best I can do on short notice. I have to get back to Jules and help shore up that warding or the world is gonna have a very bad day; they don’t make kraken the way they used to. Mind if I borrow Daffi for a bit?” 
 
    Looking thrilled and chagrined at the same time, Daffi stammered, “Umm, I don’t have an aquatic form.” 
 
    “Not a problem; leave it to me. Jules and I have refined our technique with rats. Take my hand and think barracuda.” 
 
    Daffi’s shy grin was replaced with a hint of fear as Lin pulled her over the side. Alarmed, I rushed over to watch and was stunned that there was no splash, just two long jewel-like toothy fish piercing the water like knife blades and then a flash as they disappeared into the far depths.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Alera 
 
    “You attract the most unusual friends,” Donnie mumbled, joining me at the gunwale and peering inquisitively down into the seething water.  
 
    I grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled him back toward the center mast. “We best not tempt fate and hang ourselves over the side too much. Thankfully, it looks like we are almost to the pier.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, Alera,” Chance grumbled uneasily as he began preparing to take down the sail. “The closer we get, the less I like it. There appears to be widespread insurrection taking place from the fires and the clash of weapons I am hearing. Something has got the populace riled up. It’s also very unusual that it’s morning and none of these fishing boats are out on the water where they should be, unless they know about this squid problem.” 
 
    With the last of the forward momentum from the now collapsed mainsail, Chance skillfully brought us in next to a low jetty, and a toss of looped rope snuggled us right up against it. I climbed up onto the structure, while Donnie began collecting our gear and Chance finished the last mooring and clearing tasks needed to leave the boat. 
 
    We had just about reached the safety of shore, when a half-dozen city patrolmen, judging by the standardized uniform, met us. Chance, of course, was in the lead, and he stopped, planting his feet and crossing his massive arms in an undeniable stance of protection for Donnie and me. 
 
    The officer in charge carried a long sword, as did a second alongside him. Behind, were four heavy crossbowmen, all with their weapons charged and ready. 
 
    “The harbor is closed by order of the king. Get back on your boat and leave.”  
 
    I saw him lean out and peer around Chance’s body. The officer froze for a moment as his eyes alighted on me. “You!...” He made a hand motion and the four crossbows immediately spread to the sides and covered our entire party. Leaving his sword-wielding underling to keep Chance at bay, he stepped around and toward me. “Gem Duster, notorious thief, rogue and danger to the crown, you are under arrest by immediate order of King Detronius! Surrender or we slay you where you stand!”  
 
    A number of street urchins who had been lounging around on benches looking bored vanished into thin air.  
 
    Huh? Wait! Lin said my sister’s name was Gem…as in Gem Duster? My sister is a criminal of some kind? 
 
    “Now see here,” Chance rumbled. “We just arrived from the island of Deriso. You saw our boat approach and tie up. You have the wrong woman, I can assure you. I give you my word as the champion of Celyse.” 
 
    “Your goddess has no sway here,” the officer spat. “Luck ran out on this island years ago. But I think my personal fortunes have changed, and the five hundred gold I’m getting for bringing her in will just be the start!” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen. For the last time, you have the wrong person.” Chance fidgeted, his hands instinctively curling into claws as if already holding his swords. 
 
    “Chance, wait,” I pleaded. “There’s no reason we can’t discuss this like intelligent adults, right?” 
 
    He looked askance at me over his shoulder, and I gave him a wink. For no apparent reason, the four crossbowmen took that moment to hurl their weapons, including bolt quivers and backup dirks into the ocean. Confused, they looked at each other, mortified by their actions. A second later, the two who wielded swords also cast their blades into the drink. At this point, all the guardsmen were unarmed and quite befuddled. 
 
    “Now, then, isn’t that more conducive to polite discussion?” I purred, walking up and placing my hands possessively in the crook of Chance’s elbow. 
 
    While we were having this discussion, a crowd was forming in the background, and they didn’t look happy.  
 
    Donnie, who had taken the opportunity to explore the pier while we were engaged with the guards, came running up from behind me.  
 
    “Cheri…you need to see this!” he exclaimed, shoving a poster in my face that he had apparently acquired from one of the crossing boardwalks farther out in the water. Examining it, I felt my face flush deep red; it was a wanted poster. 
 
    “That is an excellent likeness, Alera,” Chance chuckled over my shoulder, still keeping a wary eye on the guards. “Perhaps I will be lucky enough to meet this gorgeous femme fatale someday. Can I have that poster when you are done with it?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I growled, digging my elbow into his ribs. “I’m not interested in being an enabler of any ‘twins’ fantasies. You better concentrate on impressing one of us before you start sniffing around for a second!” 
 
    “Ouch, a mortal wound from which I may never recover.”  
 
    One of the disarmed guards nudged his officer, and they all turned toward the crowd. I got the feeling they didn’t like what they saw. An egg flew out of the ranks and impacted on the chest of one of the uniformed guards, splattering everywhere. 
 
    The crowd was armed and boisterous at this point and pressing toward us. Weapons ranged from crossbows and swords to pitchforks and other farm implements. Women and teens included, they all looked determined. “Are these the Cozzers that are trying to arrest Gem Duster?” one of them yelled out. “Kill em!” another screamed harshly. 
 
    More eggs and other projectiles flew, with the guardsmen trapped by water on two sides and us and the crowd on the other two. 
 
    “Might I suggest you gentlemen head farther down the pier and wait quietly for this to all blow over,” I said softly. “Also you might want to reconsider your position in all this; the will of the people is absolute. This island is destined to have a new king, but the people will remain and remember today’s deeds.” 
 
    They nodded and gratefully slid past us, and practically ran farther down the pier to escape. 
 
    That left us facing the crowd. The three of us edged forward, hoping to at least set foot on dry land before we were confronted. 
 
    A man and a woman muscled through the crowd and to the forefront. Both wore strange looking vestments that I assumed were of a religious nature. Chance leaned over to me and whispered, “A high priest of Calonagh and a priestess of Zharmal Hutt; both are tier one deities. You might want to leave out any discussion about Sky Raven, not that our Gem Duster would know anything about that…” He grinned and gave me a wink of his own. 
 
    “Gem Duster, we have secured most of the city, save for a portion of the harbor and, of course, the palace,” the male cleric reported. “Is it time?” 
 
    “Time?” I questioned. 
 
    “The time for the final push to purge the unclean presence from the palace and this island!” He bellowed, and much of the crowd roared its approval. 
 
    Chance, bless his heart, stepped in to help. “Pardon me, Holy Ones, but I have just arrived on this shore. Could you explain what exactly is going on?” 
 
    The priestess haughtily examined him in the same light as you might a stray rodent that wandered into your home. “Well, some champion who has arrived late to the show? I suppose we cannot in all conscience turn away any semi-competent warrior, even if he represents a flawed lesser goddess. 
 
    To answer your question, for years now, this island has struggled under the rule of Detronius, the Sixth – the mysterious deaths of the Queen and the heir apparent, exorbitant taxes, honest, hardworking people disappearing from their beds in the middle of the night, and general brutal treatment of the people as a whole. We of the clergy remained silent through it all because we believed in the moral principle of divine right. Last night, Gem Duster, here, brought us the desiccated corpse of King Detronius, the Sixth. Our divinations proved it was, in fact, the true king and he had been dead for more than three years. Gem also warned us that the impostor king was not even human but a demon most foul seeking to corrupt and harvest the souls of our true believers! No benevolent god would allow this to stand! Overnight, we summoned all to attend us and revealed to the people the putrid rot that has infested the royal palace. Today, we right this wrong! All we wait for is the signal from Gem Duster.” 
 
    Whoa, the over-the-top righteous zeal nearly bowled me over. I needed a few minutes to think, and I allowed my eyes to wander over the crowd as if assessing their worthiness. A middle-aged fishwife carrying a pair of fish gutting knives caught my attention. She was plain of face and had a body sagging with the strain of too much childbirth, but there was something about her that I couldn’t put my finger on. In turn, she was scrutinizing me with something like puzzled disbelief. Shaking off the feeling that I knew this person, I looked back at the clerics. 
 
    “Ready yourselves and your followers. I will give you an answer in a few moments; allow me to confer with these individuals.” 
 
    Nodding, the clerics turned and began barking out orders to the faithful in the crowd. I glanced back, looking for the fishwife, but she had vanished. Shrugging, I turned back to speak quietly with Donnie and Chance.  
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Donatello reached up and trapped my hand firmly and expressively. “Mon cheri, we must take this opportunity to smite this great evil. For now, he is trapped in the palace, but given time, he will steal the body and soul of another and escape to cause more harm. Does not your Nebulia blood boil at the thought of the suffering of these people? At the proximity of a demonic presence that needs smiting? Does Haelodikḗ not throb in your hand and demand the immediate exorcism of the demon back to the hell that spawned it?” 
 
    I looked down to find my other hand had miraculously drawn my sword without my conscious directive. Indeed, it was pulsating like a living thing with baited breath, just waiting for the proper and just answer. I sensed we were at a watershed moment in our relationship, this sword and I. 
 
    I looked at Chance. His steady brown eyes correctly assessed that I had already made my decision, and with a long-suffering sigh, the corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly in wry humor. I could tell he wasn’t particularly happy about me going into danger, but if I was going, we were damn well going together.  
 
    “One of the many perils of loving an angel, I suppose,” he ventured more to himself than to either Donnie or me.  
 
    “One quarter,” I corrected, giving him a quick peck on the cheek. 
 
    “Bad enough.” 
 
    I ignored his last comment and took a few strides back toward the clerics. Lifting Haelodikḗ, point up, high above my head, I raised my voice. As if in anticipation, the sword flared brightly, and for a moment, the crowd stood stunned, shading their eyes. 
 
    “People of Montimoria!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs. “Today, we take back what is rightfully your people’s governance and true heritage. We ruthlessly destroy that great evil which has overshadowed your lives for these past years! On to the palace! We end this now!” 
 
    A massive cheer broke out from the assembly as runners were sent to gather the island’s forces still facing pockets of opposition and focus them on the palace. The crowd started chanting “Gem…Gem…Gem!” as we were swept up in the forefront of the multitude headed inland. 
 
    After a few hectic blocks, I felt Chance lean conspiratorially into my ear. “How long are you going to let them think that you are Gem Duster, anyway?” 
 
    “Until either we win, or she objects and stops me,” I gritted back.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    Huh…. 
 
    Well now, that was a bizarre turn of events! And things were going so well turning the island against Detronius. Until now, I was pretty confident we had this in the bag. 
 
    Then this strange woman shows up who looks exactly like the drawing on the wanted poster and steals my name and my thunder. I mean if she truly wants to storm the castle with that fancy sparkling sword of hers, I am more than willing to let her! Survivors of the Quagtown slums experience aren’t dummies. It means less chance of me getting hurt. 
 
    There was something uncanny about her anyway. I felt her eyes on me in one of my best don’t-notice-me fishwife illusions, and I got the distinct impression she wasn’t buying it. Strange, but I felt almost like I should know her from somewhere. 
 
    While I was ok with the thought of this woman spearheading the attack, I was less comfortable wondering if I was a fool for letting her. What if she botched it all up? For too long I had meticulously planned out my every larcenous operation, and it had always served me well. Handing over the reins of something this important just felt wrong. 
 
    Ok, fine, I’ll let her continue on in the lead role. But just to err on the side of good judgment, I think I’ll pay a visit to the palace myself just to be safe.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alera 
 
    The swarm of humanity that we were caught up in didn’t slow until the mile or so trek to the palace was nearly complete. The constant jostling and bumping up against others in the crowd was a bit unnerving. I guess I really had never fully appreciated the concept of personal space until now. It distracted me to the point where I really couldn’t do much planning for the future beyond where to put my feet. 
 
    Donnie, being small, was having the worse time of it, getting stepped on constantly. Finally, Chance came to his rescue and hoisted the boy up onto his shoulders for the last half of the walk. I half wished I could do the same; in fact, it might be fun. I was snapped out of my errant musings by Donatello tapping me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Pray tell, what is that sticking out of your vest?” 
 
    Huh? What about my vest? I glanced down and was surprised to notice a folded up piece of parchment tucked half in and half out between the buttoned sections of the travel-worn leather garment. That wasn’t there a minute ago. 
 
    Sheathing my sword, I removed the paper and unfolded it, paying special care not to drop it. I didn’t want it lost in the throng of islanders. 
 
    “What is it?” Chance questioned, his interest piqued as well. 
 
    “It appears to be a meticulously drawn sketch of the inside of the palace,” I said, examining it closely. “There are even notations for the location of concealed guard stations and a large secret room behind the main throne chamber accessible with a hinged wooden wall section behind a tapestry. It also shows all the hidden passageways throughout the palace. If accurate, this is amazing!” I raised an eyebrow at Chance. “Another ‘fortunate’ turn of events?” 
 
    Celyse’s champion looked doubtful. “Not really her style, subtle this is not.” 
 
    “Flip it over, mon cheri,” Donatello insisted from his perch high above me. “I believe I saw a glimpse of something on the other side when you unfolded it.” 
 
    Doing so revealed a familiar sight. The backside of the map was another one of those Gem Duster wanted posters. 
 
    “Well…” My eyes turned to Chance in disbelief and I latched onto his arm frantically. “Chance, she was here…right here! She touched me!” 
 
    He stopped and took a few moments to scan the people in our immediate vicinity, then shook his head. “I can sense no one of power here, save for the many very unhappy clerics, and I doubt Gem qualifies in that regard. Perhaps we should just accept our good fortune at face value and proceed to the Palace?” 
 
    “You’re right, of course. It should be enough to learn that she is alive and well. For the good of the people, we must focus on ridding the island of the demon.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true warrior for good. We will find her, ami.” Donnie spoke with calm assurance, still sitting above me on Chance’s broad shoulders. “It appears we have arrived at the proper time.”  
 
    A hundred yards ahead of us, the townspeople had toppled a substantial tree from a nearby park and were busy fashioning it into a battering ram. Axes were ringing as most of the small branches were swept away, leaving only the main trunk and numerous side limbs for handholds. As they were finishing, a group of stout men began lifting and testing it for weight. 
 
    I called over a group of churchmen who appeared to be barking orders and hurriedly showed them the map. Chance had put Donnie down and quickly huddled over the map as well, sharing his tactical experience. I was grateful for the brief reprieve from thinking about what I was going to do next. The time allowed me to finally step back and take a good look at the palace proper. 
 
    A mere ten-foot curtain wall with metal-spiked grates interspersed every forty feet or so, showed the spacious gardens that flanked both sides of the cobblestone main path. A substantial main gatehouse with a metal-bound ornate wooden door sat directly in the middle of my view. 
 
    Beyond the gardens was the palace proper, a four-story stone and wood edifice. I knew from the drawing, if accurate, that there was a central courtyard within as well. The public throne room sat on the second floor guarded by an immense marble stairwell just inside the palace doors. 
 
    Chance returned to my side and made his presence known by running a calming hand down my back. 
 
    I leaned heavily into his chest. “What do I do, Chance? I’m no real warrior.” 
 
    “You want a detailed plan?” he chuckled. Boom! The first tentative slam of the battering ram smashed into one of the decorative side partition gates. “Might be too late for that. For most novice fighters, my counsel is to stay calm and watch what the more experienced men and women do. But in your case, Alera, I want you to get mad! Boiling hot, stinking mad, that a demon is trying to pull this crap on our world. Your Nebulia blood will tell you what to do; listen to it.” 
 
    As if in complete agreement, Haelodikḗ pulsed the starstone gem in its hilt. Even sheathed, pinprick rays of intense light peaked out from the slim blade through the stitching in the leather and drew a gasp from every person in a thirty-foot radius. 
 
    “But what about the advice to stay calm?” 
 
    “Calm and serene is your normal state, sweetheart. In this case, we need a not-so-calm avenging angel. Don’t worry; I will be right next to you to keep you out of too much trouble.” 
 
    Boom! And the decorative metalwork tore away from its anchors in the stone wall and clattered to the ground. With a roar, the crowd began pouring through, shouting encouragement to the men carrying the ram to its next destination, the main doors to the palace itself. 
 
    You would think there would have been some organized opposition by this time, and the fact there was none made me uneasy. According to the clerics, there had already been mass defections from the palace guards. But still, there had to be fifty or more hardcore zealots or perhaps minor demon-possessed fighters left inside. 
 
    The city’s firebrand clerics were still extolling the people to press forward. Many of the rioters seemed to take great pleasure in trampling through the formerly lovely flower gardens and defacing the statuary on their way through. 
 
    The ornately carved wooden main door put up about the same amount of resistance as the outer gate. Two heavy bashes from the former tree and the bar pinning the door shut from inside snapped in two. Dropping the trunk in the doorway, the men pulled weapons and stormed the stairs, spreading out into the large formal public reception area above.  
 
    The three of us were perhaps thirty feet back of the vanguard as we muscled our way through the crowd, Chance acting as a plow. 
 
    At its best, the room could probably accommodate three hundred standing people. A raised floor at the back of the room held a couple of moderately ornate thrones and some lesser furniture for nobility. Most of it looked rather unused and dusty, and I remembered one of the clerics telling me that Detronius had canceled all public petitioning after the death of the Queen. Lightstones in the ceiling illuminated the space adequately enough to allow unimpressive views of the drab artwork and worn tapestries adorning the walls. Behind the thrones was another set of double doors which, according to the map, opened into another more formal throne chamber.  
 
    The rampaging crowd was already ranging ahead of us and had reached the first thrones, knocking them over and smashing the lighter furnishings. Torches had been snatched from sconces outside and were being brought up quickly to set fires.  
 
    Apparently, the second sets of doors were not locked and had already been pushed open by the lead elements of townsfolk before Chance, Donnie, and I reached the raised dais area. I got the impression from my limited view that the chamber seemed smaller but more lavishly decorated. This would have been where the king hosted visiting dignitaries and the like. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stiffened as a stifling brimstone smell drifted across from the opening. There was an angry murmur from our people up ahead in the new room; fighting my way to the choked doorway I saw who I assumed was Detronius. The foul greasy aura that surrounded him shouted high-level demonic scumbag to my now enhanced Nebulia senses. Arrayed around him, thirty heavily armored knights defended the second raised dais.  
 
    “Defy your true king, would you?” the demon king roared. “There is only one fitting sentence for traitors.” He addressed his troops, all of whom glowed to my eyes with the miasmic green stench of the underworld. “Kill them all!” He then calmly walked to the back of the chamber and disappeared behind a tapestry. 
 
    “They’re all demons of some sort,” I growled just loud enough for Chance and Donnie to hear. 
 
    The two opposing forces met. Poorly armed villager versus supernatural armored warriors? It was a slaughter from the first clashing of blades. Blood and body parts were mixing like cream in a churn and hideous screams and maniacal laughter filled the hall. The rabble overturned tables and set up barricades to slow down the demon advance, but it was only a delay tactic. Undaunted, my Nebulia blood roared like a mad bull through my veins. A firm sense of righteousness uncoiled within me and demanded I charge forward and into the fray. I reached down and grasped my glowing sword. 
 
    Before I could rush in to engage, Chance roughly pulled me back around the doorway and brought my eyes to his. 
 
    “No, Alera! The only way to win this is to stop Detronius. Eliminate him and all the others will be banished back to hell!” 
 
    I fought against his iron grasp for a second or two, and then my rational mind returned to me. 
 
    “A plan?” I gasped, my fingers still twitching to wield Haelodikḗ appropriately. 
 
    “Follow me,” Chance rasped, and I could tell the screams and sounds of battle were wearing on his psyche as well.  
 
    Behind us, the city’s clerics were casting healing spells and still urging their followers forward into the meat grinder. He dragged Donnie and me away from the doorway and along the wall to an innocuous alcove set back from the entrance. Kicking a large ceramic vase out of the way, he began running his fingers along the stone plinth that had raised the decoration off the floor. On the back side, he apparently found what he was looking for. The din of the battle was too great to hear anything, but with a half bow, he pushed on the cut pedestal. It and part of the wall slid smoothly to the side revealing a set of very narrow cut steps leading up. 
 
    Urgently beckoning Donnie and me forward and up, he stayed behind to seal the entrance. 
 
    Safely inside the passage, which was less than two feet wide at best, the racket of the battle outside drew down to almost nothing. I removed a small lightstone from my jerkin pocket and held it up. 
 
    Dry, dusty granite and steps up greeted us. Donnie was in the lead and picked his way forward gingerly, looking for obvious traps. 
 
    “According to the notations on the map, in a roundabout way, bypassing the royal bedchambers and then back down, we should be able to reach the rooms behind the official throne chamber,” Chance panted. 
 
    “How would Gem even know about these secret passages?” I wondered aloud as we moved forward with as much speed as Donatello would allow. 
 
    “I have yet to meet the young lady in question, but I have to say I am impressed by her thoroughness,” he chuckled. “I imagine a good thief is like a good warrior. Preparation is paramount; it is never good to take Celyse’s favors for granted by shoddy contingency planning. The term ‘leaving nothing to chance’ is very apropos. I think my Goddess would approve of our little Gem Duster.” 
 
    “Just so long as your admiration of her professional skills doesn’t begin to translate into admiration of her many other qualities,” I growled possessively. 
 
    “Do I detect a hint of jealousy on my lady of court’s part?” he whispered, and I could tell that behind me, he was grinning ear to ear. 
 
    Up ahead, Donnie turned and hissed, “If you two are done engaging in whatever pre-mating ritual it is you are doing, I suggest a bit of silence…we have light above in the passage.” 
 
    Chagrined, we kept silent for perhaps fifty more steps. The stone stairs flattened out into a level plane and here and there beams of light shot out from the right side walls indicating voids or peepholes. 
 
    I couldn’t resist, I had to take a quick look through one. Indeed, there were fancifully decorated beds inside, although thankfully unoccupied. Part of me longingly wondered when the last time I had slept in a real bed had been. Probably Sky Raven… 
 
    Chance guided me forward urgently. “We take the passage fork to the left, and according to the map, some very steeply cut stairs down to our target. They are deliberately cut to disorientate, so keep your wits about you.” 
 
    Dragons have very keen hearing, and Donnie acknowledged him with a nod even from up ahead. The steps down were indeed a horror, but manageable. Finally, the passage cleared and widened slightly.  
 
    Donatello slowed to a whispering stop. “If I recall, mon cheri, our door to the chamber is just ahead.” 
 
    Chance joined us, and we took a moment to pour over the map with the lightstone.  
 
    He summed things up. “Our current passage will dump us out through a hinged wainscoted panel on the left of the chamber. It looks like a large two-story library of some kind. Bear in mind, there is another hidden passage on the opposite wall from us. If Detronius is inside and we engage him, it is imperative that he not be allowed to escape through that door, or the main doors either, for that matter. We have to end this now before the demons slaughter any more islanders.” 
 
    “Got it.” I took in a cool cleansing breath and quietly drew Haelodikḗ. Issuing a silent plea to my Nebulia forbearers, I followed Chance through the swinging wall. 
 
    Once again Gem’s map proved its accuracy and worth. It was exactly as drawn – a large chamber probably forty-by-forty, two plus floors in height, all lined with racks upon racks of old books. A few small tables and chairs were scattered about, and not much else. 
 
    Detronius sat at one of the tables with a goblet of wine, frantically paging through a manuscript that was literally bathed in hellfire. 
 
    As we spread out into the room, he looked up with a wild-eyed glare. Launching himself to his feet, he drew an evil looking kris style sword. “You! I would have thought a smart thief would have run when she had the chance. You won’t get another.” 
 
    “Sadly for you demon, I’m not Gem Duster!” I gritted, raising a now brightly shining sword of my own. 
 
    Detronius shied away from the light as if it were a flame inches from his face. 
 
    “No, it can’t be!” 
 
    “Oh, it is. What made you believe that Sky Raven would ever allow your twisted plans to come to fruition?” Honestly, I had only a sketchy overview of what his twisted plans were, but knowing demons, it sounded like the right thing to say. 
 
    “Sky Raven? I fail to see any of their heavy hitters. And you? Alera of the Nebulia and only a quarter at that? I’m going to enjoy this!” A wormy smile covered his features as he made a gesture and two beings seemed to materialize out of nowhere. One was a huge purple bat-like creature with glistening wingtips dripping with venom; the other was a twin-headed ogre-sized monstrosity hefting a club the size of a small tree. The ogre-ish one uttered a roar that shook several books off the shelves which hit the floor sending up a cloud of dust. “Kill the other two, but the girl is mine!” Detronius ordered, clearing away from the table. 
 
    The purple-winged monster immediately took to the air and was instantly joined by a gold dragon entering the fray. Screeching and spitting, they ran sorties at each other with razor sharp talons and bursts of fire breath. 
 
    The ogre lumbered forward, and Chance gamely drew his own weapons, dropping down into a battle crouch. Just as the creature’s club was on a downward arc to crush his skull, Celyse’s champion tucked and rolled past it, taking a vicious slash at its exposed back legs. 
 
    That was all the action my mind registered as I had to dodge an attack of my own. Detronius had closed the distance between us and was pressing the attack. 
 
    Weeks of training with Daffi and Chance, the battle with the witch, and the boost given me by wielding Haelodikḗ helped immensely. I not only defended but I was managing to drive him back somewhat. He flinched impressively every time my sword came close, and it gave me some advantage. 
 
    Once when our blades locked and we were in a clinch, the demon managed to get in a good sniff. “It really is you!” 
 
    “None other,” I gasped, shoving him and his sulfurous breath off me. 
 
    “My superiors will be so pleased,” Detronius gushed giddily, “to have the pristine, oh so desired, Alera of Sky Raven as a filthy, degraded concubine of hell. Well, that almost eclipses my own unstoppable plan to destroy this world. I might make arch-duke on this alone!” 
 
    In the past, his assertions of what would happen to me might have driven terror into my heart, but right now, it just made me mad. I managed a flurry of attacks, one of which actually removed a finger from his off hand. The digit sizzled when it hit the ground like sausage on an over-hot pan. The demon hissed with anger. 
 
    “You’ll never take me alive when I’m holding this blade.” 
 
    “I don’t need you alive,” he laughed, “I merely need to capture the souls of you and your foolish friends. In the netherworld, your essences will still feel the exquisite pain, horror and gut-rending shame of what you once were just as if you still had a flesh shell.” 
 
    I ignored his crude assertions and shot back a reply. “Oh, and that master plan of yours, releasing those alien squid things into the world’s water? It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    A shadow of doubt crossed his demented features as he parried a wicked slash toward his head. “You can’t stop it. By now they are free, and soon the world will know the terror from the deep.” 
 
    “I can’t perhaps, but three of the Earth Mother’s best druids certainly can. She apparently doesn’t care for either demons or stupid aliens mucking around in her oceans.”  
 
    “Impossible!”  
 
    “No, I assure you, it's very possible. I hate to disappoint you, but you’ll not be getting that grand duke title after all.” 
 
    I heard a loud bang as two winged monsters crashed into the floor to my immediate left. They were moving so fast that my eyes could barely register the speed. It was like an alley catfight on steroids, claws and jaws flashing. Suddenly, there was a crackling sound of bone snapping like tinder, and a purple leathery wing was ripped off and sent careening out of the whirlwind battle. Seconds later, a savage gurgling sound followed as incisors found a throat somewhere in the clinch. 
 
    I barely got my sword up to parry what could have been a very unfortunate strike due to my momentary inattention. But Haelodikḗ was up to the task, and my muscles acted instinctively without direction on my part. 
 
    On my right, Chance had the ogre off its feet and was balancing precariously on the creature’s chest trying to find an opening through its armor and defenses. The huge club was laying a dozen paces away and seemingly out of reach. So preoccupied was he that he didn’t notice the ogre’s leg slide up and its massive paw snatch a wicked looking dagger from a hidden boot sheath and arc it up toward the warrior’s side. 
 
    “Chance, watch out!” I screamed. 
 
    Whirling in surprise, Celyse’s champion lashed out, and the hand holding the dagger seemed to magically part company with the rest of the ogre's arm. The appendage flew off in another direction and hitting the floor with a weighty thunk. 
 
    My sigh of relief was cut off by a numbing blow to my sword hand that sent Haelodikḗ spinning away from me. Stifling a howl of pain, I grabbed my hand in agony and searched wildly for my weapon. There it was, perhaps ten feet away at the back of the room. The light had gone out of it, and it once again looked like an ornate but very mundane sword. 
 
    I felt a powerful arm encircle my neck and a well-placed blade at my throat. 
 
    “Now,” my opponent growled as he dragged me backward toward the other secret door we had talked about, “even if what you say is true about the Earth Mother, I will not escape this party without a wonderful consolation prize! Do you know what lurks just on the other side of this door, my sweet, fair, innocent young Nebulia healer? A burning portal to hell!” He giggled savagely and yanked me closer to the wall, a light woven tapestry disguising the entrance. 
 
    Across the room, I saw Donnie staggering to his clawed feet, exhausted and in no position to help. Likewise, Chance was still dealing with the second head of the ogre fiend, driving one of his swords deep into its toothy palate. 
 
    “Say goodbye, Alera; you’re mine for all eternity now!” Detronius hissed evilly in my ear as he pushed aside the tapestry with his foot and leaned back into the swinging door behind.  
 
    And stopped… Grunting, he threw his hips violently back into the wall again, but it didn’t seem to move. “What? This door moved like silk not an hour ago!” He shouted in abject disbelief. 
 
    “Well, that would be before some idiot girl spiked the door closed, I guess,” a feminine voice off to the side of us intoned lightly.  
 
    I swiveled what little I could without slitting my throat on Detronius’ sword to see a woman in a form-fitting leather outfit with blond hair and a face like mine. She was advancing Haelodikḗ forward in a classic fencer’s pose with a somewhat amazed look on her face. 
 
    As if in some kind of response, the Nebulia weapon flared up once again with holy fire, just like when I called upon it. To her credit, she didn’t allow the surprise to hamper her actions one bit. Like an angel of death, she glided forward and deftly plunged the blade through the demon’s side bisecting his black heart. 
 
    Instantly, a scream like the undulating wail of a thousand damned souls filled the room. One of those unnatural aural blasts that affect the ears, nerves, and soul equally, it forced all of us to shudder in momentary pain. The sword at my throat fell leadenly to the floor as the substance of the demon king’s flesh dissolved into stinking smoking ash. 
 
    I was released so suddenly, I collapsed to my knees in disbelief. A few seconds later, I was engulfed in a strong embrace as Chance slid into me on the floor. Crying out in joy, our lips met desperately again and again. Finally, we just held each other for another minute, enjoying the blessed afterglow of the adrenaline rush transforming into pure joy to be alive.  
 
    Finally gathering my wits, I looked up, searching the room. “Gem…thank you...I…” 
 
    “She is gone, moń amie.” Donatello winced as he approached the two of us, moving tenderly. “She put down the sword, gazed at you two for a heartbeat, and then vanished. She is like a ghost, that one. But I did feel the air currents react when she opened the door to the passageway that we followed here.” 
 
    “What? Nooooo! I need to speak to her!” 
 
    Silently, Chance pulled me to my feet while Donnie changed back to his human form. The three of us shared a long, grateful hug; still stunned, I just held on for dear life. 
 
    Bloody, bruised and exhausted, Chance ruffled Donnie’s hair. “So, young dragon, have you gotten your fill of smiting evil yet?” 
 
    “Perhaps for the time being,” Donatello almost purred. “If nothing else, I have a new appreciation for the sacrifices that the good people of Xarparion, Sky Raven, and the world around me make every day. A very valuable thing, I should think. Right now, I can contemplate nothing more appealing than reunification with my amazing silver ladies; perhaps a small bit of bacon.” 
 
    A few more minutes of recovery and I claimed my sword once again then slid it back into its sheath. I clutched the grip to my chest as if it brought me closer to my sister as our touch had shared it recently. Somehow it made me feel better connected to her. 
 
    As we were making our way out of the palace, I stopped and looked at my companions in awe. “Haelodikḗ activated its holy powers for her! That proves Gem has Nebulia blood! She truly is my sister!” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Chance agreed amiably. “Seeing you together, it stirs the heart.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed, and I shot him a warning glance. “You better be meaning that in a strictly chaste sisterly fashion or no amount of luck is going to save you, mister paladin.” 
 
    He laughed and raised his hands defensively as we strode out into the bright cleansing sunlight, and the three of us couldn’t wipe the silly grins off our faces. 
 
    The townspeople were actively tending to their dead and wounded. A mass of clerics was drifting around offering healing to any in need. Wrung out as I was, I didn’t feel the need to add my efforts to the mix as they seemed to have everything in hand. Once again the church bells were ringing, but I assumed this time to herald in a sea change in the kingdom, not a crisis. 
 
    Halfway back to the pier, Donnie stuck his nose into the air and sniffed mightily. “Do you smell food?” 
 
    “Yes…like seafood boil?” Chance ventured curiously. 
 
    Approaching the docks, I spotted three familiar robed figures splayed out tiredly on the sparse grass before the docks. A small crowd of agitated fishermen watched in concerned wonder from a short distance away.  
 
    “Wearing the colors now, Daffi, are we?”  
 
    Daphne wedged herself up tiredly on her elbows. “Yup, for the first time I feel like a real member of the druid team. I also feel like sleeping for a few growing seasons.” 
 
    Crawling to her feet, Jules hobbled over and embraced me in a sweet hug. “Alera, it really is you! You look just like…” 
 
    “Gem. I know, I interrupted impatiently. “Do you know how we can find her?” 
 
    By now a grinning Lin had joined us. “Well, we did, but apparently, our being able to track her by scent offended her morbid sense of elusiveness, and she took steps to mask her and Cloud’s essence now, too. We have no idea where she is. She also moved Morena and the orphans into a real home and provided them with a hefty endowment that should last many years. I’m not sure when she sleeps; if she even does.” 
 
    “Cloud? Orphans?” I asked shakily, not putting the pieces together. “By the way, this is Chance, and my apprentice over there is Donnie.” 
 
    Julia looked over Celyse’s champion appraisingly, while Lin continued, “It’s a long story best told over excessively frosted bakery items and hot tea. But we’ll have plenty of time for that; Jules and I are coming back with you to Sky Raven. Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 
    “But how do I find my sister?” 
 
    The young druid shrugged. “Sorry, Alera, but I’m not sure you do. If she doesn’t want to be found, she won’t be. She could be twenty feet away from us right now and we wouldn’t be the wiser. The fact that she’s wrapped things up with Morena and all tells me she is preparing to move on. I get the impression her life is as nomadic as ours.” 
 
    Jules placed a hand on Lin’s back and looked at me with those discerning big eyes of hers. “We’ll hang around here for a couple days before we head back, Alera. Lin and I will see if we can’t track her down, so don’t despair just yet.” 
 
    “My sweet, what is wrong with this seawater?” Donatello called out from where he had been exploring close to the shore. 
 
    The group of us moved to join him. 
 
    As we approached, I could almost sense Julia coming to full alert as they got close to my apprentice. “Wait, is that a…?” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” I interjected, not wanting them to shout out any information this close to the fishermen. “Lin, Julia, this is my healer apprentice, Donatello. Believe it or not, he tans to a perfectly lovely ‘golden’ color.” 
 
    The wink I received told me they received the message. “Another interesting story for the long journey home, then,” Lin beamed happily. 
 
    “But the water,” Donnie groused, apparently thinking he was being ignored. 
 
    I looked down, and the entire sea around the docks and extending out to deep water appeared to be bubbling merrily like a pot of soup over an open fire.  
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Lin supplied helpfully. “Neat, huh? With the addition of all of Daffi’s extra power, we were not only able to contain the squids but offer a viable solution to the Earth Mother. Instead of killing off everything in a two hundred mile radius, Jules just opened magma ports under our containment field. Result? Cooked squid ala Jules. Sadly, we did lose a lot of bivalves, sea worms, and some living coral, but it was better than an entire ecosystem. At least all the fish and higher life forms had cleared out days ago. We count it as a win. Now, can we all go find a place to eat that doesn’t serve only seafood? I’m starving.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    I sat cross-legged and completely still on a flat rocky outcrop that sheltered the remains of a long forgotten religious shrine high up on the mountain overlooking the city. Night had fallen an hour earlier, and it was just me and the myriad of stars out here. I meditated and patiently waited for all the jumble of thoughts from the day’s events to sort out, I might even consider sleeping later.  
 
    The beehive that was impersonating a city below me was still a mess. Fortunately, they had uncovered a third cousin to the royal family living on a farm on the far side of the island. For lack of anything better to stave off the chaos of civil war, he was immediately crowned as the new king. I imagined the newly formed Council of Clerics that had taken hold would be keeping the new monarch on a tight leash for quite a while. 
 
    A judicious word in the ear of some of the most prominent churchmen had convinced them that the ancient wizard tower still ensconced in the center of the palace was still a clear and present danger. I smiled to think how easily manipulated they were, I didn’t even have to use any of my tricks on them. Demolition would begin in a few days, and large sections of the former royal residence would be going with it. 
 
    With a mental sigh, I resigned myself to considering the earlier events in the palace. What was this strange connection between this Alera girl and me? It bothered me immensely, like a worrisome toothache. Was I surprised that my first reaction when I saw her disarmed was to rush to her aid? Yes, you could definitely say that. No one, and I seriously mean no one, evoked a protective response like that from me, not even the orphans I occasionally grew fond of. 
 
    And then there was her reaction after the demon was destroyed. Her strong male companion practically tackled her while she was still on the ground. The two of them kissed, cried and hugged until I simply had to turn away. Pure human joy was something I was not emotionally or intellectually set up to handle, so I fled. 
 
    Cloud stirred slightly, he and I detecting a disturbance in the air around us at the same time. I felt a barely perceptible quiver of wing riding the thermals well above and behind where I sat, still deep in meditation. I considered sliding off into the night; I really wasn’t seeking company. But my mind was still curious about how they managed to find me this time. I thought I had put the whole ‘track you by scent issue’ to rest. 
 
    The sound grew closer and I decided to talk to whichever one it was. Deep down, I had to admit to myself that I had reluctantly enjoyed the time we had spent together, except for that anteater thing, of course! And I suppose I do still owe them, they did save my life. 
 
    At least it wasn’t rats this time.  
 
    I remained frozen in place, my fingers caressing two daggers just in case, took a deep breath, and allowed it to happen. A moment of confusion occurred on my part when I couldn’t place the creature I could feel settle in behind me. An eagle? No, no rustling of feathers. I called out a quiet greeting in the dark elf language we had previously used among ourselves. 
 
    A moment later I felt a very warm body wrap itself languidly around my back, and a large scaly head gently landed on my lap with a happy, contented sigh. I’m not sure why, but instead of grasping blades, my hands instinctively followed the curve of its adolescent horns and began stroking the smooth patch at the base of its throat. 
 
    “Dragon,” I affirmed cautiously. 
 
    “Human,” he rumbled cordially, turning his head into the rubbing I was performing. “Ah, ma petite, you are nearly as good at this as Alera. My under muzzle would certainly welcome your tender ministrations, as well.”  
 
    I switched to scratching along his jawline, and he began to purr like a large reptilian house cat. The sound and vibrations were completely calming and still almost terrifying at the same time. Human interactions with dragons in the past were not always the friendliest. 
 
    “So, sir dragon, did you seek me out merely for some personal gratification? Forgive me, but I’m afraid I did not catch your name during the excitement in the palace earlier.” 
 
    “It is Donatello, but special friends like you may call me Donnie.” 
 
    “And how exactly did I qualify to become such a special friend?” 
 
    He snorted out a tiny puff of smoke that drifted in a cute ring straight up into the still night air. Using Cloud’s night vision, I saw it plain as day. “Why, by saving the life of someone very near and dear to me, Mademoiselle Alera…your sister.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “I may have an outrageous accent, ma belle, but I did not stutter,” Donnie huffed indignantly. 
 
    “Impossible! She’s merely a look-alike resulting from similar genetics. Somewhere on this world, there are probably whole villages full of people who look exactly like us.” 
 
    “You seem well-traveled; have you ever encountered such a place?” he countered, pressing his chin into my fingers to relieve a particularly stubborn itch. 
 
    “Well, no, but the chances are they exist.” 
 
    “They do not.”  
 
    I sighed. “Forgive me, Donatello, but you seem a very young dragon to have the experience to make such a claim.” 
 
    “Perhaps during today’s battle, perchance you glanced my way and took note of my scales?” he challenged. 
 
    I thought back. “Yes, if I recall, you sport a very handsome sheen, not unlike polished gold. Gold has always been one of my favorite colors. Anyway, from my admittedly varied studies, I believe that makes you a gold dragon hatchling?” 
 
    “Correct, and currently the only gold dragon in existence.” 
 
    A long, breathless spate of pregnant silence ensued. “But that would make you the…” 
 
    “Auric…yes, your readings and comprehension skills are quite good, moń amie.” 
 
    I paused, trying to wrap my head around what he was saying. “But aren’t Aurics considered the spiritual leader of all dragonkind? They are reported to be among the most venerable and ancient of all dragons.” 
 
    “Ah, now you see my dilemma. A hatchling thrust into overwhelming responsibility centuries, even millennia, before his time. There are two things I desperately need; it goes without saying I require time to mature. A close second is the assistance of many friends to help and guide me along the way.” 
 
    I winced slightly and hesitated in my rubbings. “I infer since you have named me a ‘special friend’ that you, in fact, require something of me? Is that the purpose of this visit?” 
 
    “In all honesty, I admit that is true.” The young dragon nudged me slightly to encourage further scratching. “But first, let us put to rest your doubts about my friend and your sister. Will you at least accept as Auric I have powers beyond the ken of mortal humans?” 
 
    “If what I have read about the past Aurics is true, yes.” 
 
    “Most likely the information on dragons chronicled by humankind is woefully incomplete. However, the bulk of what you would hold as a basic truth is accurate. You must then also accept the fact that I would not lie to you.” He looked me in the eye, and I felt deep down that this was so. “Gem, I can clearly see the spiritual connection between Alera and you. You are most certainly flesh and blood.” 
 
    “But…I don’t even know who my parents were!” I protested. 
 
    “Alera has slightly more information than you. Your mother’s name was Semeril, and you were both orphaned before you were even weaned. It is amazing you survived at all. For whatever reason, Alera was plucked out of a Quagtown orphanage to live a very different life indeed. It doesn’t change the fact that you two are sisters born.” Donnie paused as if considering whether to continue. “Not only are you sisters, but you have a somewhat unique heritage. You are both one-quarter Nebulia.” 
 
    I laughed nervously out loud. “Me? One quarter space angel? You are seriously insane!” 
 
    Donatello shook his head doggedly and spewed forth another perfect smoke ring. “And yet today, when you picked up Alera’s sword, which is a Nebulia-forged weapon of great power, it came to life for you. It would not have done that for a common thief. Deny that you felt it sing to you, that your blood responded to its call.” 
 
    “I can’t…” I stammered, the enormity of the realization hitting me like a door in the face. “I did feel something, I just didn’t know what.” 
 
    “Ah, well, it is good to have that issue out of the way,” the little dragon said smugly. “You should find Alera and go to her. I know her heart breaks to think about all the wasted time apart you two have already endured.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “No, I can’t Donnie. That is not me. I am a thief, a liar, a cheat and a murderer at times. If I have any ‘angel’ blood in me, it has long since been thoroughly corrupted. I am surprised you are allowing yourself to be this close to me. I thought gold dragons were a paragon of idealistic virtue and despised any and all who failed to walk the path of purity and righteousness?” 
 
    “Perhaps a gold dragon raised among other dragons and steeped in the dogma of how a proper gold dragon should respond might possibly react as you expect. However, as stated earlier, I am not a proper dragon, and I have been raised among humans. I’d like to think my education and perceptions are broader because of it.  
 
    “This fostering by the people of Sky Raven has shown me there are indeed gray areas that sometimes require more consideration than a simple knee-jerk reaction based on labels and pre-conceived notions of good and evil. From what Lin and Julia have explained to me, you have a somewhat unconventional sense of morality, straddling the fence evenly between both polar opposites. There is still the opportunity for you to choose to become one of the ‘good people’ Gem.” 
 
    “Good people?” I growled, my mind suddenly rebelling violently. “Where were the ‘good people’ when I was fighting the rats for potato peelings in Quagtown? Where were the ‘good people’ when I had to sleep in sewer pipes and coal bins to hide from the sick predators. Monsters who dwelled on the ‘good’ side of town, and invaded the slums to prey on small children’s bodies every night? Where were the ‘good people’ when I discovered my only friend’s throat cut and her corpse lying face down in the gutter robbed of a few pennies and the rags she wore as clothes? No…I am Gem Duster! That is my name. This is who I am, and I will not change; there is no going back!”  
 
    The dragon squirmed uncomfortably and then sighed in resignation as he dropped his head back onto my lap. “It sounds like a very, very lonely life you have chosen, moń amie. Give it some time and thought, I am sure Alera would accept you with open arms exactly as you are. You may find that you greatly misjudge her capacity for love.” 
 
    “I will give it thought, Auric, and perhaps someday I will change my mind.” 
 
    “It is all anyone can ask, cheri,” he whispered in a subdued voice. 
 
    “Are we done now?” I questioned, my hands getting tired of kneading the dragon’s rough scales. 
 
    “Not quite.” He stretched and swiveled his luminous head up to look me in the face. “What will you do now, Gem?” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Yes, now, when you leave this island? What new adventures await you?” 
 
    I paused considering. “Well, Donnie, I haven’t given it much thought. The Seven Kingdom’s gig is over; I suppose I will just travel around until I hear of another patsy…err challenge, that is. I heard there is a Duchy in the Perthejan highlands that has a war treasury just bursting at the seams.” 
 
    “Bah! Insultingly easy for someone of your vast skills. Not even a proper challenge,” he scoffed derisively.  
 
    “A-huh, why would you care, and why do I feel I’m being played suddenly?” I questioned, going back to scraping my fingernails gently along his chin’s ventral pores. “You have a better suggestion perhaps?” 
 
    “Ah, but I do,” he groaned, his eyes rolling back into his head, before returning to affix me with a serious look. “Someone of your special talents should not be wasting their time mucking around in backwater hedge knight holdings grubbing for petty treasure.” 
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    “What if I told you the second most invincible fortress on the planet was ripe for a visitation from someone of your caliber?” 
 
    “Still listening, and the name of this mystery fortress?” I prompted, pausing with a viable threat to stop scratching his scaly hide.  
 
    “Grievous Tower. I need you to retrieve an ancient artifact from inside.” 
 
    “Grievous Tower? You expect me to break into old Lifebane’s haunted castle? Are you insane?” I asked, raising my voice. 
 
    “Again with the sanity questions!” Donnie huffed irritably. “Yes, I am very serious, mon cheri. I desperately need that artifact. But if you think you are not up to the challenge, then I will endeavor to find someone else who is not afraid. I had heard you were the best, but I am sure there are other thieves available at least as proficient!” 
 
    “Not likely! And fear is not at issue here, my young dragon. Risk assessment and return on investment of time and materials is. Not to sound greedy, but I have my professional pride to consider, what exactly are you offering in compensation?” 
 
    “Would not the looting of a major stronghold active since the dawn of time be sufficient?” 
 
    “I’ve done some research on the tower in the past, Donatello. Sure, it might be brimming with untold wealth, or it might be flat out empty, filled with nothing but animated corpses and death traps. No, for such a novel undertaking, I would require a sizable guarantee that it would be well worth risking my and Cloud’s skins.”  
 
    “What is it you would require, then? Gold, gems?” 
 
    “Hardly. I can access those in quantity anytime I wish. No, I would require payment in the form of something unique, something unavailable to me via my normal procurement procedures. Your home, this Sky Raven, is the workplace of the last of the world’s Enchanters, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, that is true. My friend, the Enchantress Rosa, is even helping with acquisition of this item.” 
 
    I snickered. “Very well, then. My price is two authentic enchanted magical items of my choosing and specifications.” 
 
    Donatello wheezed expressively. “Two? You realize any prize crafted by a Sky Raven enchanter is by definition utterly priceless! I offer one!” 
 
    “Two!” I laughed, knowing he was snared. “It’s not going to be one of your pampered Enchanter’s lives on the line, is it? And I want the first in advance and the second upon delivery of the artifact.” 
 
    I thought the dragon’s eyes were going to pop out of his scaly head. Finally, he calmed back down to rational thought and continued huskily, “Fine, two, but we will require a detailed accounting of everything you see within the confines of the evil fortress.” 
 
    “Deal! It is nice doing business with you, Donatello.” 
 
    I smirked, allowing myself to enjoy a small measure of triumph. Fishing a small stylus, inkwell and parchment from my bag, and using the dragon’s neck as a desk, I scratched out a list of instructions. Checking it over with Cloud’s night vision, I hummed in satisfaction. “Here are the specifications for the two magic items. In exactly one hundred and fifty days from today, have the first delivered discretely to a dwarf named Sardaberra Anvilthane. She will be found tending bar at the Silent Siren Inn in Port Gamloshier, a city you should have some passing familiarity with, if I’m not mistaken?” 
 
    Donatello shrugged. “Of course, I have never been allowed, but it is the only seaport within the lands that Sky Raven controls. There is even a permanent portal to the city now.” 
 
    “Excellent, then you should have no impediments to following my instructions to the letter.” 
 
    “I suppose not, cheri,” Donatello grumped. “It will be as you say. Apparently, we Dragons make poor hagglers, a skill I shall need to work on.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up, I could have easily asked for three, and you would have eventually caved in and paid; you wanted it that bad.” I giggled, thinking about the avenues that the two I would receive would open up. Best not to get too greedy; I might need that goodwill sometime in the future.  
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    “Gamblers and thieves can read a person by the little quirks of behavior that most people cannot control. A slight pinching of the facial muscles, a tremor in the lip, and most especially the eyes can tell a discerning rogue much. My advice to you, young dragon, is to stay far away from the gambling dens. It’s best not to depend too heavily on the tender mercies of the Goddess Celyse. She doesn’t suffer fools easily.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Celyse. Chance and Alera speak well of her. Of course, being her champion, he would know.” 
 
    “Champion? The warrior who was fighting the ogre creature this morning is Celyse’s champion?” 
 
    “It is so.” The little dragon nodded amiably. 
 
    I thought about that, I had never heard of anyone who had the Goddess’s direct ear before. It’s not like she has priests and tabernacles to visit. I wasn’t sure whether to be intrigued or frightened. Lady luck could be capricious; sometimes it’s best to take your cue from the cockroach and stay out of the spotlight.  
 
    “If you would but change your mind about meeting your sister, Chance would be sure to be there, as well,” he continued slyly. “If I am interpreting the interest between the two of them correctly, they appear to be on their way to becoming a mated pair.” 
 
    “Interesting…the twin born with the golden spoon just keeps getting a richer life.” 
 
    “Jealousy is an ugly emotion, Gem,” Donatello chided me. “Alera has not been without trials of her own in her lifetime.” 
 
    “Ah, thus begins your education, young dragon. Jealousy is the core concept of being a rogue. You have something that I desire, be it gold, goods or even your life, and I take it from you. It’s all very simple. Alera could not survive in my world, and I would not flourish in hers. Perhaps you now understand why I am reluctant to join in on these family reunion fantasies that you seem to harbor. Oh, at first I’m sure it would all be joyous white linen, puppies, kittens and fairytale kisses. But after a short while, when she learned who Gem Duster really is? Her first reaction would be disappointment, followed by a burning desire to change me, and finally disgust and hatred. It is best I stay a non-permanent fixture in her life. Perhaps someone who drops in for dinner once every couple years or sends the occasional letter, that sort of thing.”  
 
    “Well, she will be sad about your decision. After all, this entire expedition was solely about finding you. To leave without meeting face to face, sharing a hug, and getting to know you even just a little will be beyond tragic for her.” 
 
    “Sorry, Donatello, a definite maybe is all I can offer at this time. I will give it thought as promised. Now I should go, I have a thirty-silver-a-night bed growing ice cold waiting for me.” I extricated myself from his coils and stood up, stretching in the cooling night air. “By the way, if Grievous Tower is the second most invincible fortress on the planet in your opinion, what is the first?” 
 
    “Why, Sky Raven, of course,” he responded, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, no reason, just curious.” I could feel my smile spread across my face as I hummed merrily and disappeared into the night.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Alera 
 
    Two days after the battle, we booked passage on a fair-sized merchant ship headed south and west. When the ship’s captain found out we had druids in our party, he practically fell all over himself to make us a deal we couldn’t refuse. Apparently, he felt safe from the possibility of the Earth Mother’s random acts of seawater wrath with some of her servants on board. 
 
    My heart ached somewhat knowing that I had not reached my goal of reuniting with my sister, at least, not in a very satisfactory manner. But I consoled myself with the knowledge that I knew her to be alive, in good health and, hopefully, happy in her own strange way. Perhaps someday when we are older and the emotions and raging fires of youth simmer down to a more pragmatic pile of banked coals, we will meet again. 
 
    My more immediate concern was Chance. Since we had departed, heading back to the island where we had stabled Flynn, he had been quiet and almost morose. This day, he was sitting the farthest forward, practically straddling the bowsprit. Noticing that most of the crew except for the helmsman had retired for an afternoon nap, I crept up and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He was so deep in thought that he barely flinched. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts, Chance?” 
 
    A quiet groan of despair issued from his lips. “You should know, Alera, tomorrow we will dock, I will retrieve my warhorse and, once again, I will be at the beck and call of this strange life I lead. Our adventure together is nearly over. You are on your way back to Sky Raven, and I return to Celyse’s service both a richer and poorer man for having met you.” 
 
    I expelled the air that had caught for far too long in my lungs and made a decision. 
 
    “Chance, I love you. I will give up Sky Raven if it is the only way we can remain together.” 
 
    His eyes found mine, and I saw a brief flash of joy and hope, then darkness spilled over his boyish features once again. 
 
    “Alera, your words only drive the blade deeper into the wound. I have loved you since that first day in the burning village. You are everything any man could ever hope for in this life. On those occasions where I have dared to fantasize an outcome where you remain at my side, knowledge and reality have always reared their ugly head. I cannot take you with me on my travels, my love.” 
 
    “But why?” I shook, tears of pain starting to prick the backs of my eyes. “I can handle the rigors of travel now; I am not the soft, shy healer who left Xarparion so many weeks ago.” 
 
    “You are the most capable woman I have ever met. It has nothing to do with you and everything concerning me. You recall me explaining that it was not unusual for me to fall asleep in one town, only to wake up half a continent away? This is common for all of the gods’ champions and paladins.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Any and all camp followers are invariably left behind.” 
 
    “Camp followers?” 
 
    “Yes, the individuals who attach themselves to paladins whenever they linger in a single spot for too long. Some are idealistic thrill seekers, some are full of piety and desire to be close to their god’s chosen, many are little better than glorified whores. The fact that these people are always left behind may in some way be responsible for the cavalier attitude toward relationships that most champions wear like a twisted badge of honor. 
 
    “If you followed me, this would happen to you, as well. You would rise to the early morning light someday only to find me gone, with no note detailing where I went and no trail to follow to find me. This is not the life I would wish upon a woman I love.” 
 
    I faltered, my mind racing in a panic. “But we could have a magical tracker fashioned of some type. I’m sure I would still be allowed to access Xarparion’s portals, and I could get a fast horse…” 
 
    “To meet up for a day or two of bliss before I was transported away again?” Chance shook his head sorrowfully. “No. it would be worse than torture, not to mention the danger to you constantly traveling alone. We must end this now, Alera.” 
 
    Chance looked like he was about to cry, and I already had tears streaming down my face as I threw myself into his embrace and rested my cheek on his shoulder for what could be the last time. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt the temperature surrounding us drop like a stone. Opening my eyes, I blinked away the tears and looked up. This place was familiar, like a great hall, with bare walls on three sides. Turning to my left, I recognized the fourth wall containing the clock works that I had marveled at weeks before. 
 
    “It’s people like you two who give us gods a bad name,” a feminine voice articulated, seemingly from the very air surrounding us. 
 
    “Celyse?” 
 
    Chance was on his knees, head down in deference, in a heartbeat. I looked around curiously for the personification of the Goddess. But there was no vision offered.  
 
    She ignored my questioning opening, and a two-person overstuffed chair appeared next to us. 
 
    “Get comfortable, you two, we have much to discuss.”  
 
    Chance reluctantly rose and guided me over to the cushioned seat. We sat watching the movement of the mesmerizing machinery before us until the Goddess deigned to address us again. 
 
    “Alera, until you happened upon Chance here, I was unaware of the undercurrents circulating among the people of this planet. Perhaps it was an error to believe that I did not need more representation among the common folk. My eyes have now been opened, and I can see that a single champion is woefully inadequate; not that you haven’t performed admirably in the role you were given, Chance. 
 
    “Alera, when we last met, I indicated I would be keeping an eye on you. Your and Chance’s journey thrust you into conflict with a high-level demon and dovetailed nicely with another correction sponsored by the Earth Mother, a powerful goddess that I will admit I have had very little contact with in the past. Surprisingly, we learned we have some common interests. 
 
    “We have watched your exploits these past weeks, and we are most impressed. The joining of a wielder of magic with a warrior possessing not only battle skills but also a measure of luck has proven to be a potent combination. One we would see followed as a future blueprint of sorts.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” I blurted. 
 
    “To be our eyes, ears, and even sword if it becomes necessary. This world unfortunately once more marches toward war.” 
 
    “War?” I questioned, glancing at Chance’s face for his reaction; he too was puzzled. 
 
    “As we speak, certain human deities are pushing hard to censor or destroy the power of Sky Raven. They feel, I’m sure with some covert prodding by the demon bitch Delphine, that Sky Raven is a threat to all humanity. The Nova should have remained in the stars. Who authorized them to move the planet anyway? Sky Raven is too cozy with the non-human races, especially dragons and dark elves. They point to the fact that a dark elf rules as Queen as a sign that Sky Raven cannot be trusted. After all, the dark elves did align themselves with the Lifebane initially. And now we have received word that King Alex has annexed more lands along the coast to the south of his own holdings, stretching several hundred miles and now even encompassing the Lifebane’s old fortress.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like anyone lives there.” 
 
    “Humans, not since the great war. There are several tribes of goblins, green elves, and kathtar living there, however. All are now part of Sky Raven and to some, more evidence of Sky Raven’s overreach and power-mad greed.” 
 
    “I’m sure King Alex’s only desire is to secure the land around Grievous Tower to prevent some dimwit of a warlord from poking around and falling under the place’s spell,” I growled. 
 
    “I would agree. However, it can be spun in many ways depending on your bias, and the so-called upper-tiered deities have a serious grudge against Sky Raven. They are spouting enough vitriol to incite their faithful to violence against not only Sky Raven, but also against non-humans in general. Some of the larger cities are already reporting elf and dwarf homes and businesses being burned to the ground.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “We haven’t recovered from the last war, and now they want to start another? What is your stake in all this?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, the gods of this world are not wholly united against Sky Raven; it’s only a handful of the more powerful jealous gods that are incensed enough to start a war. The bulk of us are just being bullied to go along. Those among us who refuse to fall into lockstep are seeking refuge under the Earth Mother’s broad apron strings. Believe me, no deity in their right mind wants to seriously piss off Gaia. We all need believers to survive, and angering the Earth Mother is a good way to attract an extinction-level tsunami to your major population base.” 
 
    “So can’t she just order them to stop all this foolishness?” 
 
    “It is sadly complicated. Gaia is unique among the gods as she is not dependent upon followers to survive and function. She is also very, very old and follows only her own counsel. She would not bother to involve herself in this affair normally, but for some reason, she has an interest. Regardless, she prefers to keep her involvement subtle. 
 
     “Even with her vast resources, the Earth Mother was caught off guard by your demon incident in Montimoria. It had the potential to be bad, world history changing kind of bad. Somehow, she feels this type of event is allowed only to her and at the time and place of her ultimate choosing. To have them nearly succeed rankles her immensely. Of course, she has her spies everywhere, but a seagull spy still only has the brainpower of a mere bird and is poorly equipped to interpret many human events. As I stated, we both need more eyes and ears in the field talking to people, and we need them immediately.” 
 
    “How can we help?”  
 
    “Gaia has hundreds of individuals she can call on who have the wild strain of druidic abilities. We must find a way to make use of this important resource.” 
 
    “Like Ryliss and Daphne?” 
 
    “Exactly. However, these neophytes do not possess enough power to earn them full druid ranking…think of them as intern grade druids. The other problem is that the majority of these candidates are non-human. As you might expect, a fair number of dryads, sylphs, naiads, and undines make up the majority. Given the current political situation, sending such beings into human lands would be problematical. Not only would their appearance place them in grave danger, but they would have no clue how to blend in socially. The Earth Mother gave the druid girl Ryliss the task of finding a workable solution.” 
 
    “And did she?” I prompted with interest. 
 
    “Yes, the druid trainees will be sent to Xarparion where they will be given a crash course in everything they need to know to access their druid powers. A training regiment taught by your friend Daphne, who I believe is eminently qualified for the task. The Enchanters of Sky Raven will supply a disguise enchantment device, either a necklace or ring, that will make the new druids indistinguishable from normal humans. After which, they will be paired with a human traveling companion. 
 
    “As for their human partners, that is where my contribution lies. Even now, throughout Xarparion and the lands controlled by Sky Raven, a search has begun to get ‘lucky’ enough to find quality human warriors to fit the bill. Not only am I aiding in the selection process, but as an incentive to join up, each of them will receive my favor. Perhaps not as strong as Chance has enjoyed over the years, but still portends good fortune for any mission they undertake. They will also require some measure of training, especially learning how to work alongside and in harmony with their non-human partner. 
 
    “The trainer for the human side of the team would need to be someone with years of experience not only as a warrior, but also as someone who could guide them to have the proper respect for their newly acquired luck quotient. In other words, they should not come to expect that every time they jump off a cliff that there will be a nice soft fluffy mattress at the bottom.”  
 
    She paused, and it seemed as if extra warmth flowed from her voice as she continued, “Chance, you are formally dismissed as my champion and given this new assignment. Your permanent posting will be at Xarparion.” 
 
    “My lady,” he croaked, dropping his head in his hands, nearly sobbing with pent-up emotion. 
 
    “And I fully expect your firstborn girl child to be named Celyse.” 
 
    “You have my word, Goddess,” I vowed for us both. “By the way, what do we call this special new group?” 
 
    Celyse chuckled. “Well, dear one, I wanted them named ‘Soldiers of Fortune,’ but the Earth Mother held out for something simpler. For the time being, merely address them as ‘Rangers’.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Alera - Ten Months Later 
 
    Three glorious Fenorian eagles, resplendent in their blue and white feathers, flew in a V formation out ahead of us over a vast, dark green forest. We had departed the nearest permanent portal in one of the small farming villages closest to our destination, Northfield, a few hours earlier. I looked down, my eyes following my legs as they pressed tightly to the arctic blue scale armor of my flying steed. 
 
    I could tell by the occasional hint of a chill in her eyes that Dawn still had not completely forgiven me for spiriting Donatello away for several months and ultimately putting his life in danger on several occasions. But she was at heart a forgiving soul as well as mischievous, so the chunks of ice I often found in my bedroom slippers was a small price to pay for peace in the family. Despite her feelings, I hadn’t hesitated in the least when she volunteered to be my steed. 
 
    Looking back, our journey to find Gem had proved a major growth experience to our young gold dragon, Donatello. Since his return, Donnie had surprisingly been spending a lot more time shadowing King Alex. The two of them now seemed to actually enjoy each other’s company. 
 
    Sky Raven did indeed formally annex a strip of coastline equal to over 145,000 square miles, including the area surrounding Grievous Tower. A newly constructed stone keep, complete with the strongest wards available, rested five hundred yards from the cursed structure, and sentry guards were relieved and circulated back to other duties every few days. Other fortifications were being constructed in stages to keep watch on the new borders. 
 
    Flying across and slightly behind us, Dusk, carrying Rosa on her back, made a high-pitched fluted warble, and we started to descend. The three eagles slowed as well and poked around the sheer cliff face that held a commanding view of the rapidly coursing river far below. 
 
    Finally finding what they were seeking, the eagles disappeared from sight. Dawn and I took one quick pass over to assess the entrance. Anorthosite Hold, the traditional spiritual center for all dragonkind had an entrance not much bigger than the outline of a small shed. With the overhanging rocks and the peculiar angles that the shadows threw over the stone, you would have to know precisely where to look to find it. Fortunately, Ryliss had spent some amount of time there. 
 
    Dawn’s heavy claws easily fell into carved out grooves at the edge of the opening, her landing presaged by thousands of years of dragons arriving in precisely the same manner. Folding her wings, she ducked through and followed a tunnel path into a much larger carved out chamber beyond. 
 
    I felt a movement in the small pack draped against my back, and before dismounting, I dragged it around, reached inside and extracted a small black bunny rabbit. Setting her down on Dawn’s neck, I watched as she skittered down to the lowest possible point and then launched herself off and onto the ground. She raced over to join the three druids who were re-forming themselves from their eagle personas. Dawn lowered herself to the chamber floor, and I felt it was my cue to get off. Roughly approximating Daffi’s departure technique, my stiff back and legs were grateful I wouldn’t have to fly back to Sky Raven aboard a dragon, any dragon. 
 
    I joined Rosa and the druid girls as the elder wizard and I shook out our clothes and tidied up our windswept hair. Per previous agreement, Dawn and Dusk remained as fully fledged dragons. Ryliss, the only person to have ever seen the place, had done some extensive coaching on what to expect. 
 
    The two silver dragons preceded us through yet another rocky passage worn smooth by the passing of countless others before them. A sense of great time hung over the place. The occasional luminescent patch of lichens cast a greenish glow over our bodies as Rosa and I, being the only two in the group who couldn’t see well in the dark, each gratefully took an arm proffered by Lin and Julia.  
 
    A short jaunt and we encountered what seemed to my senses to be a much larger space. I heard the rasping of our silver’s armor spread into the room. Abruptly, Daffi made a snort of disdain a few feet ahead, and the chamber responded with all the bioluminescent markers in the place firing off at the same time. 
 
    The place was suddenly lit up as if it were a warm summer evening; not exactly daylight, but more of a muted half-light. This place was huge, Dawn and Dusk were large dragons, but I estimated this chamber alone could easily accommodate a hundred or more their size. There was a large flat circular arena in the center, while the outer walls featured smooth ledges in progressively tiered viewing platforms. Of course, the acoustics were such that almost any noise was amplified and spread throughout the space. I was so preoccupied with looking around that I almost missed the arrival of one of the residents. 
 
    Appearing out of nowhere but now standing in the epicenter of the chamber was a single individual. Short, perhaps half my own height, he was craggy-faced with a long grey beard. His flesh and robes were all a base shade of gray, giving him the appearance of a living statue. He did not look at all happy, but he nodded respectfully to Dawn and Dusk individually. 
 
    “Welcome silver luminaries to the halls of Anorthosite Hold. This being your first visit, it should be known that it is strictly forbidden to bring humanoid creatures of any kind to Anorthosite!” 
 
    Ryliss moved forward. “Forbidden, yes, but it does happen when it fits your purposes, doesn’t it, Thokul?” 
 
    The deep gnome squinted at the young druid girl irritably. “You! I should have known nothing good would come from Diori’s impertinence. Where is she? Is she with you?” 
 
    “She is dead, Thokul,” she said sharply. “She betrayed Kailemora and secretly aligned herself with demon kind as have others within these walls.” 
 
    “What? Preposterous! I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You will,” Ryliss growled. “Summon all of your staff, here and now. I want the gnomes, kobolds and any other sentient beings that abide here, all of them.” 
 
    “See here, you do not have the authority to make such a demand.” Thokul puffed up, the shock of the situation beginning to wear off. 
 
    Dawn and Dusk let out a roar that shook dust and pebbles down from the upper reaches of the ceiling. Dawn reached her long neck forward and brought her armored snout and unicorn horn in alignment with the gnome’s face. 
 
    “She may not. But your new Auric most certainly does!” the silver princess rumbled in her deep dragoness voice. “We are the vanguard for his return to Anorthosite Hold. He is already most displeased, do you intend to make matters worse by insulting his representatives?” 
 
    “New Auric?” the gnome repeated shakily and began babbling. “We, of course, knew when some of the lesser luminaries came out of the enuwaugg that, somehow, the mantle had been passed but…” 
 
    “Enough of your stalling nonsensical prattles!” Dawn demanded harshly, a great puff of super-chilled ice crystals exiting her nostrils and tinkling to the stone floor on both sides of him. “You have one, and only one, immediate task before you. The Auric will be here momentarily.” 
 
    “It will be as you say, Luminary,” the gnome gulped, and we watched as his body seemed to melt into the earth below.” 
 
    Rosa had been busying herself setting out what looked like glowing rods on the floor not far from the wall near the entrance. When she finished, she appeared to casually cast a spell, and a sky blue portal rose up and stabilized. 
 
    “Are we ready?” the green elf enchanter questioned. 
 
    “Give them a minute to return; we wouldn’t want to spoil his entrance,” I chuckled quietly as I loosened Haelodikḗ in its scabbard. When we returned to Sky Raven, I had offered the sword back to its proper home with the Nebulia. Much to everyone’s surprise, it indicated an acceptance of me as its new wielder. I could only hope that I would live up to its faith in me. 
 
    In the middle of the room, individuals began popping up out of the floor in scattered ones and twos. I watched them with some keen interest. Most were gnomes, almost indistinguishable from Thokul. But a few were statue-like beings that seemed to be actually made of stone. I knew from Ryliss’ stories that these would be kobolds not unlike Diori who attempted to kidnap Donatello in the egg. When about twenty beings of the mixed lot had made an appearance, Thokul rejoined the group. 
 
    “This is our entire staff,” he announced expectantly. 
 
    Jules made some subtle motions with her hands while Ryliss dropped her robes and moved off a short way. A high-pitched feline scream of predatory rage preceded the popping of bone and the rending of elf flesh that marked her transformation. This was the first time I witnessed it in person, and I have to say, it looked horrendously painful. Unlike the relatively gentle, almost natural morphing that the druids used to become a bird or deer, this was all crackling chain lightening insanity and overwhelming arcane power. The creature that reformed before us made me want to look away in horror, even knowing that was my good friend within. Perhaps thirty-five feet in length, it resembled a large cat only superficially. And that only if the cat was grossly muscled beyond what nature was capable of and forged of pure obsidian. Its eyes and claws seemingly made of pure molten lava. However, its movements were pure big feline, sinuous and deadly. Ryliss stalked around the back of the assembled denizens of Anorthosite Hold impatiently, as if begging for one of them to make a wrong move.  
 
    I nodded to Rosa, the portal activated, and a loud gong sound reverberated throughout the hall. Almost immediately, an honor guard of golden-skinned Helios poured out, drew their swords and raised them in an arc on both sides of the portal.  
 
    Dawn and Dusk trumpeted loudly, and with great respect, lowered their heads almost to the floor.  
 
    Scales shining like he had been newly buffed, Donatello strutted through, passed through the honor guard, and stopped in front of the Anorthosite group that had now taken a knee in confused shock. 
 
    There was a moment of pregnant silence, followed by Thokul standing back up. “Your Reverence, you cannot bring humans, elves or especially warriors of light into these halls!“ he pleaded, wringing his hands. “Here at Anorthosite, we enforce a strict policy of neutrality.”  
 
    Donatello snorted derisively, a huge puffy smoke ring rising into the air. “So I am to assume, Monsieur, that Anorthosite’s vaunted neutrality is merely a catchphrase for gross incompetence, then?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Auric.” 
 
    “What I mean is that my mother, the Auric Kailemora, was stalked by demonkind throughout these very halls. The very being that Anorthosite was allegedly created to protect lived the last days of her life fearful of betrayal in her own home, her eggs tampered with, unborn Luminaries murdered! All under the very nose of Anorthosite’s strict policy of neutrality? Explain to me, administrator, why I should not remove the archives to a safer location and destroy this festering pit of deceit! How do dragons – good, evil, or neutral – benefit from a flawed instrument such as this?” 
 
    Thokul gasped and fell back to his knees. “Auric, we have served Luminaries faithfully for thousands of great cycles. We should not be judged by the actions of one flawed construct that may have turned against its calling.” 
 
    “And is it only one?” Donatello questioned. “We shall see. Daphne, mon cheri, would you be so kind?” 
 
    “The kobolds do not have souls per se, although Diori may have been an exception. However, the sickly taint of demonic influence may still be steeped in their consciousness. I didn’t notice it with her at the time because I didn’t know what to look for,” the young pooka replied, walking casually in a circle around the increasingly panicked group before us who shuffled nervously. 
 
    “Thokul! We cannot go to ground! What is happening?” one of the other gnomes called out fearfully. 
 
    “The Earth Mother has revoked your right of passage is what happened,” Jules announced. “You will all be staying right here and seeing this through.” 
 
    I suppose, given the easy travel through rock and dirt that they usually enjoy, it didn’t even occur to them to physically run away. Of course, the prowling angry looking cat monster might have had something to do with it. 
 
    By now, Daffi had completed her stroll and was darting in, selectively moving gnomes and kobolds onto one side or another of an imaginary wall between them. A few seconds later, she had herded them into a large group and a small group. 
 
    The staff of Anorthosite looked both baffled and afraid. 
 
    “Auric, is this really necessary? None of us would ever betray…” 
 
    “This group here,” Daffi called out, interrupting and indicated the smaller parcel of five, three gnomes and two kobolds. “All have been stained and serve demonkind, and their greatest fear is being discovered, at least since we arrived.” 
 
    The draco-cat moved closer, interposing herself between the two parties, and without taking her eyes off the five, growled out a rumbling question. “What is your verdict, Auric?” 
 
    Before Donnie could answer, the three indicated gnomes hissed and barked out a command to the two kobolds standing next to them. Each gnome pulled a wicked looking green jade dagger from their tunics. The pair of kobolds began growing rapidly in size, their hands elongating and forming razor-sharp obsidian blades in each as long as a human.  
 
    With a sad look on his face, the gold dragon drew himself up to his full height and spread his wings. “Mort,” he said simply, “death.” 
 
    The ensuing twenty seconds was unpleasant to look at. Fireclaws, as Ryliss labeled her alter ego, ripped through the stone creatures without a hint of mercy. The fierce, almost blinding heat given off by the destructive nature of her claws scythed through stone and metal alike as if they didn’t exist. Thankfully, there was no blood, just jagged chunks and particles as if you swept up the floor of a stone mason’s shop.  
 
    “And the remainder?” Donatello asked, looking at Daffi but indicating the shocked larger group. 
 
    “Merely very old, insulated, hidebound and inflexible. Their greatest fear is obsolescence which, oddly enough, is exactly their problem,” the pooka reported briskly. 
 
    “Thokul.” 
 
    The gnome warily ventured closer and hung his head without looking at Donnie. “Your will, Auric?”  
 
    “You have five of the spans the humans call years to bring Anorthosite back to what she once was. I strongly suggest you recruit younger personnel to replace those who were recently relieved of duty. I rescind the rules about visitors as long as they arrive via portal from Sky Raven; the fortress will handle vetting the visitors coming through. In fact, you will ready and provide security and accommodations for no more than ten scholars at a time and grant them full access to the libraries here.” 
 
    “It shall be as you command, Auric,” Thokul murmured. “I will have your mother’s chamber cleaned out and ready for your presence within the hour.” 
 
    “Non… I will be returning to Sky Raven after my business here is concluded.” 
 
    “But Anorthosite has been the seat of power and home of every Auric since the dawn of time!” 
 
    “And it may well be again, but you have much work to do to regain my trust. For my own security, it is best if I abide at Sky Raven a while longer. Don’t be concerned; Thokul; my silver ladies and I will be frequent visitors to encourage Anorthosite getting back on track. And I will be bringing Lady Daphne as a special guest from time to time, as well, if you catch my drift ami.” 
 
    “I understand completely, Auric.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now you will call a conclave of Luminaries to be convened here in three days time.” 
 
    “A conclave, Auric?” Thokul asked dubiously. “There hasn’t been a formal conclave issued in over five hundred great cycles. I’m not sure, with the diminished influence of Anorthosite and well…with the relative inexperience and reputation of the current Auric…be aware that we may not draw much in the way of attendees.”  
 
    “Dragons are a curious lot, Thokul. Some will attend if for no other reason than to show their contempt for the hatchling king. But I will turn the tables on them, just wait and see. Make sure you mention that their safety is guaranteed as always within these walls.”  
 
    Three days later, Chance, Daffi, Guard Commander Higgs, and I followed Ryliss in her Fireclaws persona through the portal at Sky Raven now connected to the temporary site at Anorthosite Hold. The huge draco-cat sauntered through, providing a measure of security for the three of us. 
 
    Entering the first time, it had been so silent in the massive chamber you could hear a mouse breathe. This visit, our ears were immediately assailed by a clamorous din of assorted growls, grunts, screeches, and roars. The wide shelves cut into the stone walls that surrounded the entire chamber were filled with dragons, all manner of them. 
 
    The four of us in human form stopped cold in shock. Ryliss, however, continued out into the center of the arena floor, then stopped, sat and began to groom herself catlike and nonchalantly, as if she did this in the company of dragons all the time. 
 
    Chance gently grabbed Daffi’s and my elbows and guided us off to the side along the wall and out of the way of anyone passing through the portal. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t think there were this many dragons in the world,” Daphne said in wonder. “Greens, blues, reds, coppers, even a couple small silvers. There has to be fifty or better in here alone, and that’s not counting the ones that didn’t show. What is Ryliss doing out there, anyway?” 
 
    “Posturing would be my guess,” Chance answered in a voice filled with some concern. “I still don’t know her very well, but I’ve come to learn that our little scholar has a lion’s heart, and she doesn’t back down from anyone.” 
 
    “A Jag’uri heart, not a lion’s,” I corrected, leaning into his chest a little more than was necessary. “I just hope she knows where to draw the line between discrete and challenging. Dragon’s are alpha predators to the extreme and being shown up in this manner can’t sit well.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sensing confusion more than anger at the moment,” Daffi chuckled. “They aren’t sure what manner of creature it is that they are seeing. Hopefully, it stays that way.” 
 
    At that moment, the portal flared to life and Rosa walked through carrying a wooden strongbox by a handle on both ends. Nia was perched excitedly on her shoulder. Seeing us, the pair shifted over to stand next to us. 
 
    “Now?” Nia demanded breathlessly, taking to the air and hovering over Rosa’s head. 
 
    The green elf Enchanter canted her head slightly as if listening to something we were not privy to hear. Finally, she smiled and nodded. “Now, sprite.” 
 
    Nia drew one of the two swords x’d across her back, and using it like a wand, swung it once above her head. Instantly, a monumental blast of trumpets rang through the entire cavern like an enormous bell, followed by tomb-like silence as every creature great and small swiveled its head toward the portal. 
 
    The entrance flashed, and Dawn glided through looking supremely fierce and elegant. Fully armored, she was thirty-five feet of bacon-fueled harbinger of death to all that would dare oppose her. 
 
    As she approached the central stage, the formidable draco-cat smiled and performed a formal bow, which the silver princess acknowledged graciously. Yielding the space, the big Jag’uri withdrew to a clear area on the other side of the portal from where we stood and flopped over on her side with a typical cat’s attitude of bored unconcern. 
 
    Donatello stepped through and paused for a few moments, looking around in curiosity. As he began moving forward once again, Dawn immediately lowered her head to the ground in reverence. She was the only one from the assembled dragons to offer that amount of respect; at least, until her twin Dusk crossed the portal’s threshold. The princess followed the small gold dragon until he reached what served as the main speaker’s spot of choice, and then she too displayed respect as had her sister. The message was clear, mere hatchling or not, these two impressive silver dragons had Donnie’s back. 
 
    From the shadows in the back of the chamber, there was a loud snort of derision as a dragon as black as the darkness slid forward. He was huge, easily another ten feet or more in length than the silvers, but not nearly as muscular. Black dragons, to me, always seemed more serpent-like than the other breeds. Almost in his shadow, another smaller black dragon stalked two steps behind – his mate I assumed. 
 
    “A very pretty show, young hatchling,” he hissed, stopping about thirty feet from the spot where Donatello stood. “But I, for one, wish to know the reason for this unexpected summoning; I pray you are not wasting my valuable time. All know me as Ansimast.” 
 
    The last line was delivered with a toothy grin, dripping with expectation, which seemed to highlight the gleaming ten-inch fangs that hung down from his top jaw in a slightly swept back arc. He swung his head back and forth playing to the crowd. As most of the assembled were various shades of non-metallics, the gesture brought stomping hoots of approval, while the smaller contingent of bronzes, coppers, and silvers looked on silently. 
 
    Climbing up on a convenient flattened rock, Donatello faced them. “Mesdames et Messieurs, I am filled with delight and, yes, a certain sense of destiny addressing you all here in this hallowed hall of Anorthosite Hold. A place where for millennia dragons have come as equals to discuss the issues important to us all.” 
 
    “Equals?” the black dragon chortled. “Perhaps in five hundred years, hatchling…if you survive.” 
 
    “For all our sakes, you best hope I do, given the new circumstances surrounding the enuwaugg which affects us all.” 
 
    The crowd went deathly still; not even the sound of breathing marring the silence, which was then explosively shattered, “Fool…the enuwaugg is never to be discussed with humans present!”  
 
    Donatello didn’t quail in the slightest, merely smirked. “Yes, well, as the humans say ‘that ship sailed long ago.’ In fact, several of the humans you see here were instrumental in saving the entire dragon race. Every dragon in this chamber, and even those that choose not to attend this gathering, owe them your very lives.”  
 
    Nearly every dragon eye in the place suddenly swiveled and focused on us. I have to admit having that many alpha predators giving you their sole attention could be a bit unnerving. I forced the lump forming in my throat down and merely smiled in what I hoped was a pleasant manner, pleasant to dragons, that is. 
 
    Donnie continued, “For those of you in this august assembly who are not familiar with the story, I will provide an abridged version. In the last great battle between the forces of the Lifebane and Sky Raven, the Kerr, in their moment of defeat, destroyed the sun that our planet had evolved around since the dawn of time. The Nova, the victors in the battle, were faced with a split second decision. Literally, mere minutes would pass before this world was incinerated. In their benevolence, they simply moved our planet to another galaxy. 
 
    “As you may be aware, while the planet survives under our new adopted star, the movement of the constellations which magically governs the phenomenon we call the enuwaugg was irrevocably altered. Our genetics apparently trigger the descent into the sleep state, but the unseen call to awake from our deep slumber will never again happen. Fortunately, there is a failsafe, a process in which the Auric can rouse dragonkind from our every-hundred-year slumber. Unfortunately, this miracle save was probably meant to be used in a situation where all dragons clustered together in a small geographically concentrated area, not spread out over an entire planet as we are now. With the aid of the rulers of Sky Raven and a liberal amount of Nova magic, we were able to transmit the magic worldwide that woke each and every one of you. And that, my friends, is why we are all able to meet together today in this ancient hall.” 
 
    “I see…” Ansimast rumbled deep in his chest. “And now comes the knife blade at our throats that enslaves us to Sky Raven forever.” There was a rising crescendo of angry grumbling beginning to build. 
 
    “On the contrary, Sky Raven has no desire to shackle our wings. King Alex is wise enough to recognize that this senseless war between us and the humans inevitably leads to mutual destruction and nothing more. We should look at this as a promise of a new beginning, not a reason to resume hostilities.” 
 
    A medium-sized bronze drake stepped out a few steps from the fringe of the crowd and spoke up nervously, “It is the humans who are hostile, even to us! And once word spreads about the enuwaugg, they will know how and when to hunt us down and kill us in our sleep!”  
 
    “The number of humans who have intimate details of the enuwaugg is very small. I have every faith that the secret will remain as such.” 
 
    “The untested judgment of a wet-from-the-shell Auric is hardly reassuring,” Ansimast barked derisively. 
 
    Donatello shook his head, and a small puff of smoke issued from his flared nostrils. “Bear in mind these are the same people who made the conscious decision that dragons, all dragons, have a place in our world. If…if Sky Raven had meant us harm, it would have been far easier to have done nothing and allowed the enuwaugg to eliminate our species. 
 
    “If you require further proof of their intentions, in consultation with the King and Queen of Sky Raven, I have been authorized to serve notice that the hunting of our kind is banned from any of the lands that Sky Raven controls, including the newly annexed area. Three  entire mountain ranges lie within the area promised, more than enough to provide dens and hunting ranges for many dragons, or perhaps just a place for a hidey-hole during the enuwaugg. Think of it, no wandering bands of paladins, no bounty hunters, no death mages or witches seeking to harvest our body parts!” 
 
    “And what exactly is the catch?” a dragon from the left side of crowd shouted. 
 
    “The catch is that you refrain from destroying villages, abducting maidens and, in general, terrorizing the populace. If that does occur, Sky Raven will hunt you down relentlessly and end you.” 
 
    “So, in essence, you want us to give up everything fun in life…everything that makes us dragons!” the black dragon snarled. 
 
    “Non…I believe certain individuals in our society have lost track of what it means to be a dragon! We are the apex magical creatures of this world. It is beneath us to constantly create mayhem among lesser inhabitants of this planet! I have searched long and hard in the libraries both here and at Sky Raven, and in the not so distant past, there was no abstract definition of what made a dragon ‘good or bad.’ It was based on character and deeds, not the color of your scales. 
 
    “No, my friends, the essence of a dragon is to fly free high above the clouds, to hunt wild game, and raise our young without fear. Sky Raven is offering that with an open hand. Have any of you forgotten that two of our silver ladies have been formally adopted into the royal family?” 
 
    I noticed a number of fanged snouts beginning to nod in agreement with Donatello’s words but far from the majority. As the dragons continued to wrangle among themselves, I whispered to Rosa. “Tough crowd…” 
 
    The old green elf sighed sadly and nodded. “Yes, history has not been kind to either side of this conflict. I’m sure if the survivors of the villages that were razed were here under the same circumstances, it would be equally contentious.” 
 
    “Do you think we will be able to change their minds?” 
 
    “Ultimately, that can only be accomplished by actions and deeds, not mere words. But Donnie has an ace in the hole, so to speak,” She glanced meaningfully down at the wooden chest at her feet. 
 
    “What is it? Everyone has been so secretive.” 
 
    Rosa affixed me with one of her calming stares. “I wanted to tell you, but cooler minds thought you might just bolt out of Sky Raven again and leave your poor fiancée standing at the altar.” 
 
    “What? That’s silly, nothing would make me do that!”  
 
    As if in agreement, Chance’s broad arms encircled me from behind, and his light beard nuzzled the back of my neck. “That’s good to hear, Alera,” he whispered warmly. “Because I’m sure you would have the most atrocious luck imaginable if you did.” 
 
    “Ok, now you have my interest. What’s so important in the chest?” 
 
    Chance pressed his lips to my ear. “Cauldrinatus.” 
 
    My mind nearly exploded. Cauldrinatus? The ancient dragon artifact which was locked away in Grievous Tower? But wait…the only way it could be recovered was… Tears began to form and cloud my vision. 
 
    “Gem…Gem was here?” 
 
    “All I know is that she was in the area. At least, long enough to successfully break into Lifebane’s lair and retrieve the item. And before you ask, no, none of us know where she is at the moment,” Rosa murmured. “Oops, I think we need to start paying attention again.” 
 
    “Words! You bring us fine words of peace and how to make ourselves better dragons. But what good are those words outside this chamber?” Ansimast shouted, and there was a chorus of agreement from the ranks. 
 
    Donatello paused and the chamber grew silent. “Very well, mes amies, I will bring you one last item for your consideration before I take my leave and allow you to make your own decisions. With the help of my friends at Sky Raven, I have obtained an item which may be of interest to you. Mademoiselle Rosa, if you would be so kind?” 
 
    Rosa picked up the chest as if it weighed nothing and walked calmly over to the rock where Donatello perched. Setting it on the ground, she deployed a small leg on the underside so that the entire chest tilted forward toward the spectators, but did not lift the lid. Quietly, she drifted back to our location and turned to watch. 
 
    With the aplomb of a master showman, Donnie grinned widely and, reaching down with a long talon, expertly caught the lip of the lid and flipped it back. A sickly green light glowed out from the container, and the crowd of dragons all inhaled sharply. They may not have recognized exactly what it was, but the magic emanating off of it was powerful. 
 
    “I give you the artifact, Cauldrinatus!” 
 
    It was actually kind of funny and I had to work to keep from laughing to see an entire chamber of fierce alpha predators turn white as a sheet and squirm like little girls listening to a ghost story around a dark night’s campfire. 
 
    It took an entire thirty seconds before even big bad Ansimast could find his voice. 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “On my honor, it is quite real,” Donatello chuckled, beaming. “It was not easy to obtain, but again, our friends from Sky Raven helped make it possible. As a show of good faith, here today in this chamber, we will witness the destruction of a magical item which never should have been created in the first place. An artifact wielding such pain and misery that it tainted relations with the sentient races of our world and dragonkind for millennia. As your Auric, I am pleased to bring this chapter in our history to an end.”  
 
    “It has to be a trick!” the black dragon growled. “The humans would be complete fools to give up so potent a weapon.” 
 
    “Do not confuse wisdom with foolishness, Ansimast. King Alex and Queen Maya are well aware of the power of Cauldrinatus. But they know that its existence is an abomination to any free-minded people. Dragon, human, elf…no sentient creature would tolerate being shackled and deprived of free will, so it must be destroyed forever.” 
 
    The black dragon shook his head doggedly. “No…it is too incredulous to believe.” 
 
    “You need proof then? Very well, you shall have it. However, it will require the relaxation of the ban on violence within this chamber for approximately sixty seconds. Does everyone agree?” Donnie twisted his sinuous neck around and looked over the crowd as if searching each of their faces. “Very well, Guard Commander Higgs, if you would be so kind?” 
 
    “Of course, Auric.” Higgs saluted and walked confidently toward the dragon crowd. I noticed Dusk shift uncomfortably and stifle a small growl. Reaching the edge of the dragons, he held out his arms to show he wasn’t concealing a weapon. As he made his way along the line, I saw an occasion toothy snout reach out to give him a good sniff. When Higgs had completed the entire revolution around the exterior of the chamber, he paced back toward the gold dragon and came to a parade rest position slightly behind him. 
 
    “My greatest appreciation, Guard Commander,” Donnie said aloud and then faced back toward the audience. “As you can all plainly sense, this man is an ordinary human. Meaning he is no wizard or magic user of any kind. I did, however, choose him for one very redeeming feature; he is very comfortable around dragons.” 
 
    “Is this explanation going somewhere?” Ansimast prodded impatiently. 
 
    “Of course, but first I have a question for you. The lovely companion at your side; are you completely sure of her loyalty?” 
 
    “What? Of course! Shenn and I have been mated for centuries!” 
 
    Donatello nodded. “Proceed, Commander.” 
 
    Higgs marched over to the chest and withdrew the artifact. It resembled a mace or a king’s scepter of sorts. A twisted bone-shaped head tapered down to a long gold filigreed handle. Pointing it toward the black dragon female, he issued a command, “Slay Ansimast!” 
 
    For an instant, it was as if all the oxygen had been drawn out of the room. This was followed immediately by a vicious roar as Shenn launched herself at her mate, biting and clawing furiously. A stunned Ansimast almost didn’t defend himself. Jaws snapped and razor-sharp talons clashed as the two behemoths rolled together on the cavern floor.  
 
    “Enough!” Ansimast pleaded breathlessly, trying desperately to extract himself from the fray without using his full power on his smaller mate. 
 
    Donatello nodded to Higgs who raised the artifact and shouted, “Stop Shenn, return to normal.” He then placed the Cauldrinatus back into the chest and calmly returned to stand next to our group. 
 
    Instantly, the fighting stopped and the small female, after spitting out a chunk of her mate’s tail, seemed a bit dazed by all the attention. For his part, Ansimast shrugged off his own minor injuries and seemed more worried about her condition. 
 
    “Does anyone else wish to question the authenticity of Cauldrinatus?” Donnie challenged. 
 
    “No, Auric; you have dramatically made your point,” the black dragon conceded, nuzzling his mate. 
 
    “Excellent, then we will begin. Rosa, if you will?” Once again, Rosa approached the chest as the Auric continued, “This woman is Rosa the most powerful pure Enchanter left on this world. If anyone can destroy this artifact, it is she.” 
 
    Again, all dragon eyes were drawn to the scene before them. She picked up Cauldrinatus and appeared to be studying the item intently; but knowing her, I’m sure she already knew exactly what needed to be done. A few murmured phrases and the ancient dragon bone which had calcified to stone crumbled and turned to dust.  
 
    “It is done. Cauldrinatus is no more,” Rosa announced and held up her hands to show the crowd as the tiny particles slipped between her long fingers and melted into the sandy floor of the cavern. Dusting off her hands on her white robes, she quickly tossed the powerless handle of the former device into the chest and, picking it up, returned to our area. 
 
    “And there you have it,” Donatello beamed proudly. “One of the great scourges of dragonkind eliminated forever.” 
 
    There was a pregnant pause for perhaps thirty seconds before Ansimast surprised the entire assembly by taking a step forward and lowering his head in respect to the young Auric. Shenn immediately followed her mate’s example.  
 
    Slowly, in ones and twos dragons left the anonymity of the group to venture out on the massive cavern floor and perform the same act of obeisance, more solemnly bunching up behind them and spreading out as room became available.  
 
    A radiant Nia looked at us from her perch back on Rosa’s tall shoulder. “I believe our work here is done. Now, who’s up for ice cream and strudel?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gem Duster 
 
    The roof of Sky Raven’s enormous main gate tower was my final goal. There, I had secreted a roll of very strong Xraug-spelled spider silk. The line was already securely tethered to a barbed spike driven deep into the bottom of an outward facing hardwood window sill. Once deployed, it was exactly long enough to reach ground level. The line was a mid-grade magic item that was almost undetectable, and in less than six hours after it knew the heat of a human hand, it would dissolve into dust. Expensive, but totally worth it for a seamless getaway. 
 
    The evening guard shift had already changed, and my friends, the shadows, were stretching long and dark across the courtyard and streets of the quiet citadel. The primary treasury had been a tough nut to crack. Not as dangerous from an instant death standpoint as Grievous Tower, but the golden-hued guardswomen knew their business, and they didn’t need to even breathe unless they chose to. I had nearly had my heart leap out of my chest on at least three occasions in the past few hours.  
 
    Cloud was in an almost perpetual state of hyper-alertness, and it was starting to grate on my nerves a bit. I promised myself and him that tomorrow we would point ourselves in the direction of the nearest five-star-rated mountain-side inn and grow fat on assorted pastry for at least a month. Pastry? Where did that thought come from? Oh yeah, almost a year later I was still shaking off the after-effects of my exposure to those silly druid girls.  
 
    Starting my last cautious approach to the base of the gatehouse, I crouched low and slipped through the darkness. I couldn’t hold back a quick, self-indulgent smile thinking about them, and that’s when it happened. A tiny nutshell, no bigger than a large pea, settled under the lambskin of my boot and snapped ominously as I placed weight on it. I looked down in mild irritation. There were definitely no nutshells anywhere on my escape route before. I froze, expanding my own and Cloud’s senses out as far as I could. Nothing stirred; even the faint sounds of the waterfall outside the walls seemed hushed and vigilant. 
 
    I waited the standard three hundred heartbeats that my years of cutpurse training required before I took my next hesitant step. Whew! No more nutshells. Someone with exceptionally keen ears would have had to have been within ten feet to hear the first one, but I was taking no chances. 
 
    Almost reaching the base wall of the gatehouse at ground level, I stopped once again and took a painstakingly long look around. My search was for any indication of a shadow out of place or a smell that didn’t belong. Cloud’s triangular-shaped head mimicked my cautious scanning, and I felt him give me the all clear with a tentative squeeze. Turning back to begin my ascent to the top of the gatehouse, I bumped my nose on a polished golden chest plate!  
 
    My eyes traveled up the metal surface to find a very tall woman wearing a classic horsehair crested shiny helm. Eyes that weren’t really eyes met mine; they were more like deep pools of azure arcane magic. My mind registered that she had raven dark hair and a nice, if slightly evil, smirk on her amused face, but her eyes continued to hold me captive. 
 
    Cloud immediately dissipated back into hiding within my suit as I muttered, “Cowardly constrictor.” 
 
    “Pardon?” The woman spoke. 
 
    Finally able to tear myself away from her pinning gaze, I smiled confidently, collected my thoughts and looked back up, bringing my magic to bear. “Oh, nothing to concern yourself with. In fact, I was never here. Whatever you heard must have been a pigeon or something. So run along with your patrol and drink a little extra wine tonight after shift because you’ve been working too hard lately and are starting to see things. Bye now.” I moved to step around her. 
 
    The smirk grew larger, not a good sign, as she moved silently to block me again. 
 
    Shocked I pointed beyond her to the right. “What in the world can that be!” 
 
    The smirk grew larger still…she didn’t even twitch…a really bad sign. 
 
    “Seriously?” she chuckled. “Miss Duster, is it? My name is Guard Commander Ebony, and I have been instructed to escort you to a casual dinner in your honor with our King and Queen starting in about fifteen minutes at the royal keep. We should be on our way immediately.” 
 
    My peripheral vision noted six more of the golden clad women, all heavily armed, suddenly appear out of nowhere. Without pause, I held out the crook of my arm to Ebony. “I’d be delighted, lead the way.”  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, after a long trudge up the flagstone hill, we entered the great keep. Along the way, I had been relieved of my weapons…all of my weapons, even the ones-I-scarcely-remembered-where-I-kept-them weapons. Defeated, I released the illusion I was fostering and allowed the real me to show. Oddly, I really didn’t feel a sense of impending doom like I had with Detronius, more a persistent curiosity. The keep was gorgeous in an off-worldly kind of way; it certainly didn’t resemble any throne room I had visited in recent memory. It seemed inviting, like a place you wouldn’t mind spending more time in, even just lounging around. I didn’t have a lot of time to gawk, however, as I was quickly ushered into a small side chamber that featured a long dining table and a large fireplace with a sitting area with comfy leather chairs at the end. 
 
    A broadly-muscled man in a white wizard’s robe sat casually in one of the double width chairs, his arm lovingly draped around the shoulders of a stunning dark elf woman. In one of the opposite chairs, a young dark elf girl of about eight years practiced balancing a pixie on the tip of her finger. 
 
    Letting the pixie buzz up into the air, the little girl leaped off her own chair and made a beeline for Ebony and me. 
 
    “Hi, Ebony; hi, Alera!” 
 
    Ebony made a choking sound and looked uncomfortable. 
 
    I dropped to one knee and smiled. “Hello, yourself, little one. Sorry, I’m not Alera. My name is Gem, and I have been brought here to visit the King and Queen.” 
 
    She drew back a little, and her intelligent, deep green eyes examined me speculatively. “You’re Alera’s sister, aren’t you?” 
 
    She said it with conviction, and there was obviously no arguing the point with an eight-year-old. So I merely nodded and replied, “So I’ve been told.”  
 
    “I have three sisters; one tiny one and two really big ones. My name is Belle.” 
 
    I winced slightly. “You are indeed fortunate to have…such a fine family, Belle, I muttered, starting to rise back to my feet. 
 
    “May I pet your snake?” she pressed. 
 
    I settled back down on my knee in surprise. “You can see him?” I felt Cloud suddenly stir and begin to wrap a triangular-shaped head shyly from around my shoulder. 
 
    “Of course, I am an Enchanter.” As if that explained everything. “Father and I can see all kinds of magic, even with our eyes closed. Oh, here he is…so handsome!” Emboldened, Cloud had by now extended himself out and was rubbing his head up against her cheek, all the while purring in his own reptilian fashion. 
 
    A little shocked, I recovered and smiled. “Belle, you are one of the few wizards that Cloud has ever shown that kind of reaction to.”  
 
    A deep male voice cleared his throat nearby, drawing my attention away from the little girl. The man in the white robe and his wife were just a few feet away, smiling mysteriously. Realizing these were the royals, I stayed on my knee. 
 
    “Miss Duster,” Ebony intoned formally, “may I present the rulers of Sky Raven, King Alex and Queen Maya. And you have already met Crown Princess Belle. The pixie hovering over the King’s shoulder is the all-wise, beauteous, and exalted Princess Nia..her words, not mine.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ebony.” The king nodded with a trace of a smile. “Would you care to stay and dine with us?” 
 
    The tall Guardswoman shuddered. “Umm, no, my King, I have many…many…pressing duties to perform. And as you know, we really don’t need to eat food anyway. Unless you feel I should stay for security reasons?” 
 
    The King gave his Queen a smile and a soft squeeze. “I don’t think that will be necessary, Ebony. We’re all kind of family here now; you may attend your other duties, and thank you. Oh, and if you wouldn’t mind escorting Belle down to staff dining, I hear they are serving bread pudding for dessert, and nobody wants to miss that.” 
 
    Ebony saluted, ignoring the death glare the Queen was now giving her husband. A wink and a spirited high-five with the Princess had the two of them bolting quickly for the door. As it swung closed, I was sure I heard two sets of voices giggling down the hall.  
 
    Huh? Family? 
 
    I focused on the King’s face, imploring him silently to explain. 
 
    I noticed he wasn’t really any older than I; young to be a King with so much responsibility. Still, he had a kind face, and I was strangely drawn to him. Not in the romantic sense, but more like that feeling when you meet someone that you may have known and trusted in another life. He reached down and gently pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “So you are the famous Gem Duster, woman of a thousand faces, pillager extraordinaire of countless royal treasuries and careless merchants?”  
 
    The queen finally spoke up. “We’ve been expecting you.” Her voice was melodic, like the sound of a forest brook. “We should be honored, I suppose, that you traveled all this way to visit our small backward kingdom.” The last she said with a blossoming smile that told me that if nothing else, they didn’t take my burglary personally. I thought that was a good sign. 
 
    “Well, my lady, Sky Raven was the last on my to-do list; I really do hate to dither about until the last minute.” 
 
    “Really? The last on your list, you say?” the King chuckled. “You mean to say you’re retiring?” 
 
    “Well, a large part of that would be up to you, sir. I mean, your guards did appear to catch me red-handed so to speak. So I am at your mercy. At least, if this is my last day to live, I can still go out with the knowledge that I accomplished more than any rogue in history.” 
 
    “I have read your report on what you witnessed inside Grievous Tower,” Alex commented lightly, changing the subject. “You have a gift for noticing detail; Maya and I were both quite impressed. What I didn’t see was any personal commentary on the challenges that you faced?” 
 
    That took me seriously off guard. Only in the past week had I allowed myself to ponder the personal toll of my time in the evil fortress. I caught myself before I stammered out the first thing to come to mind. Horror, mind wrenching nightmares for the rest of my life; career-ending kind of ghastly dreams. Some recollections that I would only ever allow myself to consider in small bits and pieces and never-ever on a dark and stormy night. The gist of my thoughts must have traversed across my face like a funeral parade, as the King nodded sympathetically. Thankfully, he again abruptly switched topics. 
 
    “And if we took that pouch holding your new bag of dimensions off your belt and shook it out, what would we find?” 
 
    I shrugged. “A modest sum of gold and gems. To be honest, I hauled away so much of each from Grievous Tower that I’ve become rather bored with it all. Sky Raven was just the crown jewel of my achievements, not a major score for me.” 
 
    “So should you escape our deadly clutches here tonight, what will you do, then? You are still a young and vibrant woman,” Queen Maya queried intensely. 
 
    “I really have no clue. I don’t need the money obviously. I suppose I will miss the thrill of danger a bit, and I’m not ready to settle down to one place for any length of time.” 
 
    “I may have a thought about that,” King Alex grinned. “But first you must face dinner.” 
 
    “Dining at a King’s table hardly seems a fitting punishment for breaking into your treasury,” I teased feeling a bit more comfortable. 
 
    “It’s dark elf fine cuisine night,” the pixie scowled. “Nuff said…”  
 
     Alex chuckled. “After our meal, I have some people who would love to meet you…my mother and father, the Nova. Oops…it appears they aren’t willing to wait.” 
 
    The King and Queen stepped back, and suddenly I was looking at two of the most glorious god-like beings I could ever imagine. It wasn’t their outward appearance which, in truth was rather ordinary, but their inner radiance that lit up my damaged soul. Instantly, I felt the depression I was still fighting from my time in Grievous Tower lift and a cleansing breeze flow through my being. My knees cut out from under me as if all my tendons had turned to dough. I forgot to breathe. Tears forced their way out of my eyes and began to run down my face, at least until the female of the pair stepped forward and encircled me in a warm, tender hug. “Welcome home, lost daughter of the Nebulia.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Alera 
 
    Two days later 
 
    The view from the edge of the great shield wall high above Sky Raven this late at night hadn’t changed much in the almost a year since I last perched on its cut stone and pondered the direction of my life. So much had happened since and a wistful part of me acknowledged that I was for the most part happy. 
 
    Tomorrow was my wedding day to a man I desperately loved with all my heart, and who I knew adored me as well. Still, a tiny corner of my heart knew regret that my sole remaining family member would not be there to embrace it fully with me. 
 
    Tonight, one of our moons had made a guest appearance so it wasn’t quite as inky black as usual up here, and even my relatively poor human eyes picked up on an approaching shadow. It was short, I knew that much. 
 
    “Belle? What are you doing out here at this time of night? Your mother is going to have kittens!” 
 
    The little fiend chuckled, “You mean more like owlets, don’t you, Alera? And to answer your first question, I’m too excited about being a flower girl tomorrow to sleep. Besides, I like running around at night. Father says it’s a dark elf thing and just shakes his head.” 
 
    “Still, you shouldn’t be alone in the dark.” 
 
    Belle laughed one of her tinkling little titters that reminded me of wind chimes. “Oh, I’m not alone; I’ve been playing with my new friend. She’s been showing me all kinds of cool tricks.” 
 
    “Really? Now, Belle, tell the truth. Is this a real little girl we are talking about or an imaginary friend? Or have you been animating talking kitchen utensils again?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s real and like the best friend ever, Auntie Alera. She’s teaching me how to pick locks, even padlocks with ward springs, check doors for trigger pins and wires, and play hide and seek in shadows. She always wins at that, though; but I’m getting better at it.” 
 
    “Wha…what? Who is this person again?” 
 
    “Ask her yourself,” Belle tossed off nonchalantly. “She’s been sitting right next to you the whole time we’ve been talking.” 
 
    I whipped around to see a familiar face grinning back at me. Familiar in the sense that I see it every day in the mirror. Even so, it took a few moments for the realization to actually sink in.  
 
    “Gem?” I gasped. 
 
    “Hey, Sis, long life, no see huh?” she quipped apprehensively, apparently unsure how I would react. Her voice was an octave or so lower than mine, but I found it pleasing, to say the least. I reached over and grabbed onto her so that she couldn’t escape me again, at least not before a proper hug. As we clung together, I couldn’t help but giggle, a little unhinged. 
 
    “How are you even here?” I choked through my tears, pressing my face into her smooth leather-covered shoulder, just glad to feel the warmth of her body. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Basically, after I knocked off Grievous Tower, the only challenge left in life for me was taking a shot at number one, and…well, I was already in the area.” 
 
    “Number one? You mean Sky Raven? You’re here to burglarize Sky Raven?” I said in horrified disbelief. 
 
    “No, well, not any more…I mean I did, but I kinda got nicked by one of your golden girl guards before I made it entirely outside the main gate. Just bad luck I ran into a wandering patrol after stepping on something that shouldn’t have been there. I really need to get together with that man of yours and find out why Celyse hates me so much.”  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, apparently, catching thieves is not a common occurrence around here, so they summoned an officer called Ebony, and she took one look at me and frog-marched me up to the keep. I probably could have broken free if I wanted to but I didn’t want to make trouble before your wedding.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Ebony recognized something in me, and instead of throwing me into a jail cell, she brought me to dinner with your King and Queen.” 
 
    “How did you manage to escape?”  
 
    “The dinner? It was a close thing, let me tell you. They were serving tree snake in grape leaves! Cloud would never have forgiven me. I managed to claim I was a vegetarian…” 
 
    “No, how did you escape from arrest?” I watched as my sister smiled broadly, the moonlight reflecting off her perfect teeth, and I absolutely knew she was messing with me. 
 
     “I didn’t…I accepted a job offer instead,” she chuckled. 
 
     By now Belle had cuddled up to my other side and was intently listening in. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yep, I am now Sky Raven’s Threat Analysis Consultant…nice title, huh? I was going to need to find another line of work anyway; I have more gold and jewels than I can possibly ever use from the Grievous Tower job; and besides, this might be more interesting, who knows? I will give it a shot.” 
 
    “Nia says she’s gonna be a super secret spy!” Belle added helpfully. “I’m not sure what that really means, but it sounds like a lot of fun!” 
 
    “Right,” Gem confirmed with a pleased gentle look at the young princess. “I’m sure it will be. Most of my time will be spent away from Sky Raven, but I will stop in from time to time to say hello and check up on my new best friend and, of course, the newlyweds.” 
 
    “You are going to stick around for the wedding tomorrow, aren’t you?” I pressed, crossing my fingers. 
 
    “Oh, Sister, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I might even wear a dress…snakeskin, of course!” 
 
      
 
    The end. 
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