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Chapter 1
 
   I like to think that I’m a pretty level-headed guy, at least normally. Right now, all I feel is sadness and a deep-burning anger with a decent amount of righteous self-pity thrown in for a garnish. Somnus, my warhorse, was picking up on my general bad mood, which caused the flames that made up his mane, tail, and hooves to flare up and totally ruin my night vision. Not that I really needed it or was paying attention to where I was going anyway. All I knew was that it was the road leading away from the dark elf capital and that was good enough; Somnus could sort out the rest of the details.
 
   Somnus liked to gallop. The only thing spoiling his enjoyment of the night run was that his sister Kaima wasn’t alongside to pace him. He could see as well during the night as during the day so I gave him his head and let him go. I had my helmet clipped to my belt which allowed the cold night air to blow through my hair. I hoped the chill would ease the relentless fire in my brain. I glanced down at my shoulder and saw that Nia had retreated out of the wind into her nook in my shoulder armor. She was curled up like a squirrel in a nest; but even asleep, she was frowning.
 
   The events of the past hours scrolled through my mind like an endless line of parade-goers past a beer stand. At dusk of this very night, I had begun my dark elf test of manhood. A formality at my age, yes; but it was something I needed to get past in order to court and marry a dark elf girl. In this case, the girl in question was the love of my life–Maya, or should I amend that to “Queen Maya” now, as my thoughts soured like biting into a rotting lemon.
 
   In just the span of a few hours, things had gone from great to absolutely horrifying. Maya’s parents, the King and Queen of the dark elves, had been assassinated in their home. Making matters worse yet, the magic keystone–the whole reason for our trip here–was stolen at the same time. As Maya was the King and Queen’s only child, the dark elves wasted no time in proclaiming her the new Queen. Oddly, her first official act in office was to order me cast out of the city immediately!…Just peachy!
 
   The last time I saw my darling dusky elf was when she came out of her parents’ house; barefoot, tattered and obviously distraught. At the time, I was being held back by a squad of heavily-armed footmen led by a gap-toothed sergeant who didn’t bother to contain his contempt of humans. In turn, I didn’t bother to disabuse him of this notion as all my attention was on Maya. She stopped on the front step and called out to me, looking for all the world like she wanted to run straight into my arms. Before either of us could move forward, a group of older, distinguished-looking dark elves in formal robes surrounded her and started talking with her. Suddenly, they and all the guardsmen present dropped to their knees, and the councilor with the most decorations on his collar lifted up his hands and shouted, “All Hail, Queen Maya!”
 
   Huh?
 
   I may have gotten the exact order of things somewhat askew as I was in a bit of pain at the time. My good friend, the sergeant, had decided that I, too, needed to kneel; and he promptly drove the haft of his short spear hard into the back of my knees, dropping me to the ground with the rest of them. This, along with the stark missive, “Show some respect, human pig!”
 
   Annoyed as hell, but not enough to retaliate, I watched as a light enclosed carriage pulled up in front of the house and Maya was hustled inside by several of the councilors. As soon as the doors closed, the carriage raced off accompanied by a dozen or so of the heavy cavalry that had been loitering around in the street the whole time. A few seconds later, Maya was gone, only the stirred-up dust in the street marking her rapid departure. Getting shakily to my feet, I hobbled over to a nearby bench, much to the amusement of my guard contingent. In the past few minutes, I had come to think of them as “my guard contingent” as the only thing they seemed to be focused on was watching my every move and nothing else.
 
   Sitting on the bench, I looked around, noting the general mayhem going on around me. There were archers on the roof, still some cavalry in the street, and more guardsmen running around like ants than there had been on the wall defending the city the previous day against the undead attack. Sighing, I reached out to Winya in my thoughts.
 
   “Winya, what the hell is going on?”
 
   “Alex! Sorry, I don’t know much either. We have just arrived at some underground bunker or cave and there are about twenty people all trying to talk to Maya at once. Her brain is so racked with pain and sorrow that she really isn’t forming clear thoughts.” 
 
   Winya went on to tell me what the council member had said about Maya being the Queen now. She also explained about how she was obligated to quickly marry a dark elf from one of the stronger clans. I felt my heart and mind begin to plunge into a deep dark hole. 
 
   Nia, after giving a dirty look to the soldiers, flew down to perch on my knee. I was filling her in on the discussion with Winya when the big pixie tears started forming in her eyes.
 
   “But, Mr. Alex, that’s not fair! Maya loves you; we’re supposed to be a family now.”
 
   I was on the verge of joining her in the tears part. And just when it seemed that the night couldn’t get any worse, I was proven wrong. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a young elf runner in some sort of official livery jog up to the sergeant and point at me, whisper something and then run off. 
 
   A few moments later, my buddy with the spear gathered his squad and strutted over to where I was sitting. He smiled jovially, which really made me feel uncomfortable. Puffing out his chest, he spoke in common, “You, human! By order of the Queen, you are allowed to go inside and retrieve your armor and weapons. You are also to remove your horse and gear from the stable. Once that is done, we are to escort you the hell out of our city!”
 
   “The Queen,” I echoed woodenly. “Where’s Maya? I need to see her!”
 
   “You, human swine, are a stupid lot, aren’t you? What did I just say? Get your gear and leave!” He looked back at his troops with an evil grin. “We are ordered not to harm you; but if you resist orders, well then, I would say all bets are off.” 
 
   Nia buzzed up angrily, and I could see that she was thinking a fireball or two was in order. But I held up a hand to stop her. Shaking my head, I got up from the bench and walked the short distance to the house, noting the quantities of drying blood that led out to the street and then stopped abruptly. The sergeant and two of his men stayed a couple paces behind me as I walked around the back of the home and entered through the back door by the training circle. There in the dirt-floored equipment room, I found my armor still in the wooden cabinet where I left it. I pulled out my leather undersuit and carefully put it on. The troopers looked on impatiently as I started removing the armor plates and chainmail and arranging them on the bench in front of me. 
 
   “Don’t expect us to help you with that; we aren’t your damn squires,” my gap-toothed tormentor growled.
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” I spat, the numbness of the past few minutes beginning to wear off. I was starting to get pissed at him and the whole situation in general. I folded up my white enchanter’s robe and put it in my pack. Finally, I spaced my legs apart and extended my arms. Instantly, the armor rose up off the bench and hovered a few inches away from its intended assembly point. As one, the plates and chainmail clamped together over my body. Seams sealed and overlaid joints conformed to my shape exactly. The last item was the great helm which floated up and settled gently on my suit’s collar, sealing down tight with a soft metallic pop.
 
   Reaching out, my hammer and shield flew to my gauntleted hands and I tapped the shield boss with the side of the hammer, yielding a satisfying gong sound that made the soldiers jump nervously. Judging by the looks on their faces, I would have to say that they weren’t expecting a magic show. The two other guards were backing away from the sergeant; apparently just in case I decided I had been pushed around enough. 
 
   Nia took the opportunity to fly up to my shoulder and shout, “Combat Pixie!” which caused molten-looking metal to slide against gravity, up her legs and torso and swiftly cover her whole body. Two wicked toothpick-sized swords and a full helm completed the look, and it was pretty impressive; even the edge of her wings were armored. 
 
   Ignoring the open-mouthed looks of astonishment from the guards, I slid my hammer into the sheath on my back and headed out the doorway to the bridge over the shallow moat leading to the stable. When I arrived, the barn door was open and Somnus was already fully barded in his unicorn armor. Someday when I’m in a much better mood, I will have to figure out how they do that. Kaima, on the other hand, was not armored and was just munching contentedly on some alfalfa, not looking like she had anywhere special to go at the time.
 
   Grabbing his reins, I led the great horse out. My guard contingent followed, finally speechless, as we walked briskly through the city’s dark, empty streets toward the main gate.
 
   Scowling inside my helm, I reached out to Master Rosa back in Sky Raven. I was sure she was already monitoring my thoughts and probably reeling from the dark cloud of anger building like a thunderhead in my skull.
 
   “Alex, has everyone gone absolutely crazy there? Anyway, the twins took off ten minutes ago; they should be there in less than two hours. What are you going to do now?” she asked.
 
   “I have no idea. Camp out on the edge of town, I guess; at least until I can talk to Maya and get this straightened out.”
 
   I felt a stab of concern and uncertainty come across our bond. With some hesitation, she continued, “Alex, be aware that elf society in general has some pretty strict rules regarding succession of leadership. They are needed because of our extended life spans. I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but there is a good chance that you will not get the answer you hope for when you talk to her.”
 
   “You’re just another fabulous ray of sunshine in my day, Rosa. I will contact you when I know more.”
 
   After another few minutes of winding around the various shops and warehouses in the business district near the main gate, our group came to a halt before the stone and wood structure. At a signal from the sergeant following me, the regular night gate guards hurriedly started swinging apart the heavy doors. 
 
   I felt something tapping the top of my helm and releasing Somnus’s reins, I spun around to see the sergeant smacking the top of my helmet with his spear. He grinned crookedly. “Don’t even think about trying to sneak back inside, human; we’ll be watching for you. The boys and I might have to dirty up that pretty white armor if you do.” 
 
   I reached out and grabbed the front of his chainmail shirt and hoisted him off the ground, his legs kicking wildly.
 
   “You listen to me, you self-important jackass,” I grated angrily, pressing my helm right up to his face. “In less than two hours, a pair of young human girls will arrive at this gate. When they do, you are to take them directly to the Queen; they are her personal handmaidens. If I hear they are bothered, detained, insulted, injured, or inconvenienced in any way, I will come back here and raze this entire place around your damn ears! Do you understand me?” As I was saying this, I felt a slight bump and my mage sight showed me that one of the other guards had come up behind me, attempting to find a seam and stab me in the back with a dagger. Without lowering the sergeant in the slightest, I swung around and backhanded the footman in the face, sending him careening twenty feet back into the street, his mouth a bloody ruin. 
 
   Concentrating my attention back on the sergeant, I gave him a little shake and said, “Well?”
 
   “Ummm, yes…Sir Knight, understood,” he coughed.
 
   “See that it is,” I said, tossing him roughly on his butt in the street. I then picked up his spear and snapped the two-inch oak shaft in two with just my hands, tossing the pieces down. “One good thing though, Sergeant.”
 
   “What’s that?” he hissed angrily, still crouched on the ground where I had thrown him.
 
   “You no longer have the worst teeth in the unit,” I stated flatly. Somnus and I walked through the gate and the night guards nearly tripped over themselves to close and bar the massive gate behind me. 
 
   Climbing up into the saddle, I took Somnus back to the small hill that overlooked the main gate, the same one from which we had planned our defense of this city against the attacking horde of undead. My mind wandered a bit and I mused sadly about how quickly the heroes become the enemy and the rescued turn on their saviors. And how small we looked in relation to the stars that shown in a dazzling array above my head. Finally, I sighed and reached out to Winya.
 
   “Hey, girl, how is Maya holding up?” 
 
   “Umm, hi, Alex.”
 
   “Winya, the twins should be here in less than two hours.”
 
   “That’s good; we could certainly use the help. Maya’s grandfather is here now and the guardsman, Ollis, whom you also know. She has been in constant strategy meetings so far.
 
   “Ahuh. Please link us together; I need to talk to her. I especially need her to rescind this order banning me from the city. I can’t help her from out here.”
 
   “She’s really busy, Alex; now is not a good time.”
 
   “Now, Winya!”
 
   “Alex, I’m sorry, I can’t. She is refusing the link.” 
 
   “What? You’re saying she won’t talk to me?” I said weakly, my chest starting to tense up and hurt. I ripped my helmet off and sucked in a huge breath of cold air, but it didn’t help.
 
   “I’m so sorry; she really isn’t talking to me much either. But if it helps, I’ll tell you what I know. First, she needs you to leave. The political situation is extremely precarious; Faeron was only barely holding the majority opposition to the Lifebane together. And with him gone, several of the waffling clans may switch allegiance and vote to have the entire dark elf nation rejoin the Duke’s banner. If that happens, you know that Sky Raven will be the first target the Duke will throw the dark elves at, which would be disastrous for both sides.”
 
   “But why do I need to leave? I can help,” I protested.
 
   “No, you are a huge political liability. Not only do you look like a human, you are the prince of a foreign power. The more conservative clans fear that you will control the Queen’s actions to the detriment of the dark elves. You have to stay far away.” 
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Alex…I don’t know…I’m a sword, not a politician, dammit!” she sent in some frustration. Seeming to immediately realize that she was not the only one in distress here, she tried to take a more soothing tack. “Alex, my best guess is that she is determined not to allow her parents’ murderers to escape, nor to let her people rejoin forces with the Lifebane at any cost.” Winya paused sympathetically, and I thought I heard a catch in her voice. “She is a soldier, too; she understands the concept of personal sacrifice. We all do, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to go into battle day after day. It’s just something we need to do…I’m so sorry.”
 
   I got down off Somnus and sat disconsolately on a rock, staring up into the night sky.
 
   “Ok, but the prophecy says that the great evil can only be defeated by the joining of the Child of Darkness and the Child of Light!” I shot back miserably.
 
   “And as usual, prophecies are obscure trash,” Winya huffed. “Your concept of ‘joining’ I’m pretty sure I know. But what if it means something entirely different? If Maya leads an army of dark elves into the final battle against the Duke, along with your marshaled forces…Is that not ‘joining’ together to defeat the common foe as well?”
 
   “Unfortunately, she has a valid point, Alex,” Rosa chimed in sadly. “If I’ve learned nothing else from associating with your parents, it’s that the universe is a cruel and fickle mistress.” 
 
   That was it, my poor stomach could take no more, and it unleashed its contents sloppily behind the rock I was sitting on. I sat there stupefied for what must have been minutes. Staggering back up, I walked over to Somnus and remounted with some effort, a sour bile taste in my mouth. 
 
   “Winya, I expect you will hold true to the vow you made me when I created you–you are to protect your Queen for all time.” I faltered for a bit, choking on the words. “Protect her as I would.”
 
   “I understand, Alex. You forever have my word,” Winya whispered over the link.
 
   With that, I gave Somnus a gentle nudge and we hit the darkness at a full run. A few hundred yards down the road, I felt the link to Winya extinguish and I was alone with my dark, bitter thoughts.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   It was early morning before my head cleared enough for me to resign myself to the realization that I was, except for Winya, now alone in this world. The events of the past few days were now just a pain-filled blur; the fight to lift the siege of the capital, finding out Alex already knew my parents and the joyous homecoming where I was welcomed back into the arms of my parents and kin–a bond which is so important to dark elves that most of us cannot bear to be away from our forest for very long. I had been away for over seven years, and all those years of isolation were lifted from me like a heavy iron chain in my consciousness.
 
   But today’s savage reality was that my parents are dead and their bodies stolen and in the hands of a cursed necromancer. To further drive home my despair was the certain knowledge that I had driven the man I love from my side for political expediency. The needs of the universe versus the needs of the woman were becoming unfair and disjointed. The strings controlling the marionette that I had become were sharp. They seemed to draw blood at every twist of the puppeteer’s operating cross. I would hang my head and cry but there were no more tears to be had. 
 
   The night, from the point where I last saw Alex, was a nightmare. The ruling council proclaimed me Queen, and before I could even say word to anyone, I was spirited away by horse-drawn coach under heavy guard. A few minutes later, I found myself here; a virtual prisoner in the secure underground complex the dark elf council appropriately calls ‘the gallows.’ Not even given the luxury of a few hours to grieve, I was immediately rushed into a smoky, heavily-guarded meeting room. There, the council members who were previously loyal to my father’s position were in a panic, demanding reassurance that they would not be hung out to dry when my reign as Queen inevitably failed. 
 
   To them, I was still ‘Faeron’s crazy daughter’ who most of them had heard rumors about but had never seen. My contributions to the lifting of the siege were not widely known, and here I show up out of the blue, on the arm of a human-looking foreign prince. Less than two days later, my parents, the King and Queen, are dead; and I step in to rule in their stead. Yeah, I suppose that would raise some eyebrows. 
 
   What followed were hours of intense grilling and briefings, most of which didn’t sink in, but I did retain the high points.
 
   One–the coalition that my father held together primarily by strength of will was precarious; three of the strongest clans still claimed allegiance directly to the Duke. A startling number of other clans were fence sitters and just as apt to jump from one side to the other. I could perhaps count on the full support of four to five clans at best.
 
   Two–after me, the next three individuals in line for ascension to the kingship were all from the three renegade clans. So upon my death, one of them would take the crown. I could tell many of my councilors strongly believed this would be sooner rather than later, a practical inevitability. 
 
   Three–I had no mandate from the people. They didn’t know me, and the rumors floating around the city were not favorable. In other words, the general populace wouldn’t care if I lived or died. It also meant that the investigation into my parents’ assassination would probably be stonewalled. I heard a preliminary report from Ollis that the guard force was certain that the three clans were responsible for the attack on my parents. But no one was going to dig very deep, especially if that would lead to pissing off what could very soon be the next King.
 
   Four–I could trust no one. Dark elves invented the phrase ‘cutthroat politics’ and a weak Queen was blood in the water to a shark. I could expect daily challenges to my rule and outright assassination was also a real possibility. Thankfully, Alex sent me the twins before he left.
 
   Periodically, as the hours ground on, I was aware that Winya was trying to talk to me; but I had to force myself to ignore her and learn as much from the council members as I could in the short time I had.
 
   Finally, my grandfather showed up, wearing his fire wizard robes; and mainly through force of will, got me a short break. The short break consisted of me sitting at a simple wooden table in what was probably a holding cell, a plate of tasteless food and a cup of water in front of me. The room had cut stone walls and a single heavy door with a peep sight; a few lengths of ratty carpet and some glow orb sconces had been hastily added to dress it up. 
 
   Just inside the door was my handmaiden, Dusk, standing unnaturally still. I kept glancing over at her, as my peripheral vision informed me something wasn’t right. Of course, I am used to seeing the dragons appearing as late teenage to early twenties human girls. But now they both took on the appearance of dark elf girls approximately my age. Since appearing at the chambers, led in by footmen, both dragons had been all business. There was none of the usual teasing and banter being exchanged. Right now, Dusk was so still I couldn’t even detect her eyes blinking; it was like she was a frozen statue. I knew that outside the door her sister, Dawn, stood at her post similarly–it was eerie.
 
   Ollis informed me that there had been some trouble outside when the dark elf contingent of guardsmen in charge of the Gallows weren’t going to allow Dawn and Dusk to see me. But apparently 35-foot-long reptiles with five-inch incisors have some serious persuasion skills when they need to, even in human form.
 
   I pushed the tray of uneaten food away from me and took a sip of water, then cradled my head in my hands trying to force my tumultuous insides to match my calm exterior. I sighed, dreading this conversation.
 
   “So, Winya, Alex is really gone?” 
 
   “Yes, my Queen, the last I sensed him, he was riding hard. He was out of range quickly, thereafter,” Winya responded lifelessly.
 
   “Where was he headed?”
 
   “He didn’t say, my Queen.”
 
   “Winya, what is with this ‘my Queen’ formality? We’ve always been Maya and Winya to each other.”
 
   “I am your servant, my Queen; to address you by your given name would be unseemly.”
 
   “Winya! You’re not a servant, you’re my best friend! And I need every friend I have right now.”
 
   “I would never presume upon our friendship, my Queen; especially since your new office dictates the friends you keep and the ones you throw away.” 
 
   Crap, now on top of all my other problems, I have a resentful sword, too. I tried to warm my thoughts before I responded. “So that’s what’s bothering you? That I had to send Alex away? Winya, you know why I did it and that I had no choice!” 
 
   I was unprepared for the white hot anger and the wave of sheer emotion that hit me next along with her words that cut like a fish-gutting knife.
 
   “You hurt him, Maya! You hurt him badly, probably worse than anything the demon did to him. And you wouldn’t even say goodbye.” She paused as if reliving it all. “You left me to try to explain it to him, and I’m sure I just ended up hurting him more.” 
 
   A sudden insight and revelation rolled over me like an avalanche; and unbidden, tears began to roll down my face. “Winya, you love him!”
 
   “He is my creator; of course I feel gratitude toward him,” she said woodenly.
 
   “No, you love him as I do.”
 
   There was a long pause before my friend responded, her voice in my head low and trembling. 
 
   “Yes…forgive me, but yes, I do. But Maya, I gave up my chance for love and happiness four hundred years ago when I took my own life. All in the name of duty, honor, and vengeance. Please don’t travel the same road and make the same mistakes I did. If I could protect you from only one thing, it would be that.”
 
   Rocked, I sat back in my chair. Oddly, I didn’t feel any jealousy as a result of her words, just sorrow for the racking pain that my friend carried every day. Unconsciously, I gently stroked the bracelet that held her spirit.
 
   “Winya, we will get through this. We will track down my parents’ killers, we will find the piece of the keystone; and more importantly, we will find Alex and make this all right again, I promise!” I could feel an uncertain glimmer of warmth in response from Winya; and from somewhere deep down in the farthest reaches of my consciousness, I heard the throaty roar of a predatory jungle feline in agreement. “So are we good then; can you forgive me?”
 
   “You know I can’t stay mad at you, I’m part of you. I just hope Alex is as easy as I am.”
 
   I stifled a snarky comeback and considered the point. Alex could be stubborn, clueless, and occasionally childish–pretty much like any man. But his heart was huge, and our connection so deep that I knew we would weather this storm. At least, that is the frail branch I clung to as the raging torrent that was now my life and destiny threatened to sweep me away.
 
   Winya sniffed experimentally within the confines of my mind and questioned, “Hey, Maya, when did we get a cat?”
 
   There was a soft knock on the door. When it swung open, a very grave-looking Ollis removed his helmet and stuck his head through. “Pardon the intrusion, my Queen, but your presence is requested in the main arena chambers. Apparently, some of the clan representatives have some…questions.”
 
   “Thank you, Ollis.”
 
   “It has been my pleasure to guard you, my Queen. I owe that much to the late King and to Sir Alex,” he said stiffly.
 
   “You have always been a loyal friend to my family, Ollis; thank you again. Also, I appreciate your taking in Lin and Julia temporarily.” 
 
   Ollis brightened. “It’s no problem at all. Ryliss already thinks of them as sisters.” But then his face clouded over again. “My Lady, if anything should happen, I will keep them safe and see that they get back to Sky Raven; you have my word.”
 
   I nodded and left the room. The twins fell in silently behind me, along with the twenty or so handpicked guards that Ollis had arrived with. It was a short wordless walk through the dungeon of this place–more cut stone and evenly spaced glow orb sconces. Finally, we came to a large set of round-topped wrought iron-reinforced oak doors; and before they were even opened, we could hear the crowd on the other side.
 
   The subterranean arena area was a large sunken oval of fresh sand. Rising in concentric circles around the sand were seating areas of low benches. In the center of the first ring was a small box for royalty judging by the ornate decorations that hung over it. There were at least five risers of rings towering above the main floor. As the doors fully opened and all of our procession entered, the din quieted somewhat as all eyes were on us. There didn’t appear to be an empty seat in the entire arena. Here and there sat council members in their fine black robes; but most of the group in attendance seemed to be clan leaders, wives, sons, daughters, and many armored warriors.
 
   Ollis guided me quickly to the royal box. Surrounding us were a number of the council members that I recognized from my briefings earlier that evening. I chuckled soundlessly as I noted that most of them looked as pale as any human in the glow of the lights strung across the ceiling. 
 
   Seated alone and feeling vulnerable in the long ornate black dress that I had been given to wear, I waited and watched. Picking out the three opposition clans was easy; they were all formed up in a tight bunch directly across the arena from me, all looking daggers in my direction. Coincidently, their group also had the highest number of heavily armored and armed warriors in the arena.
 
   Finally, the head council member, the same one who had proclaimed me Queen hours before, stood up and made a speech. I couldn’t really tell you what he said as I was concentrating on watching the crowd. Winya was on high alert on my wrist, and I could feel both dragons pressed tightly behind my large chair.
 
   Suddenly, the murmuring of the crowd increased, interrupting the speaker, as a noble in lavishly ornate armor and a sword on his belt leaped over the rail and dropped onto the sand floor. The speaker abruptly and nervously completed his words and sat down to watch what was going to happen along with everyone else.
 
   The warrior strode arrogantly across the sand until he came to a point directly in front of me; he had his silver hair back in a warrior’s plaited braid. A beaked nose and hard eyes pointed to him being an unpleasant individual at best. He looked me over with some derision, pausing to grin back over at his entourage and play to the crowd. Fixing his hardest gaze on me, he raised his voice and the arena fell quiet.
 
   “I am Siorian Kedareign, Scion of the Dorin Hall clan, and I have over 200 kills to my name!” he bellowed. “What I see before me is no Queen! A marginally adequate evening’s bedding perhaps, but no Queen! Tell me, O Great Queen, will you or will you not continue to follow the same path to destruction that your drooling idiot of a sire insisted we take? Will you continue to defy the will of the greatest force on this planet, Duke Pharmon?” 
 
   I stood up and stared him down. “Yes, I will follow the wisdom of my father, King Talmin, and the path that leads our proud people out from under the heel of the foul necromancer!”
 
   He laughed and pulled his sword, waving it in the air and snarling, “Then I challenge you! The winner will choose the path we take!” The crowd immediately started buzzing loudly in excitement. Politics in dark elf society is very much a blood sport, and there were already bets being taken in the upper levels.
 
   Before I could say anything, two more warriors dropped onto the sand floor, each outfitted like Siorian in ornate plate and heavy chain armor. One held a sword and the other a small one-handed battle axe. As a pair, they raised their voices to the group.
 
   “Not so fast, Siorian Kedareign! We have as much right to challenge this pathetic Queen whelp as you do, and we will not be denied our opportunity to serve Lifebane as King!” 
 
   The three of them rounded on each other, squabbling and thumping their chests in front of the crowd, and making complete asses of themselves. Ollis leaned forward and whispered in my ear, “These bloated toads are the scions of the three clans that oppose you, my Lady.”
 
   “Scions?” I whispered.
 
   “Yes, the oldest male children of their generation. They are all next in line for clan leadership when their sires die,” he supplied helpfully.
 
   “Excellent! Thank you, Ollis.” He gave me a strange, puzzled look but returned to his seat.
 
   I could use a way to work off some stress. Willing Winya into her dagger form, I hastily chopped away most of the long dress I was wearing, and kicked off my shoes, then leaped over the rail, landing lightly in the sand below. The three warriors in the center of the arena were still arguing lustily, but when the rest of the crowd suddenly grew stone quiet, finally even they noticed.
 
   “No need to argue over me, gentlemen,” I called out as loudly as I could. 
 
   “Mistress, you aren’t wearing your armor!” Dawn pointed out.
 
   “Don’t need it for this,” I said, as the dagger in my hand elongated and changed into the white and silver long sword that I moved lazily back and forth in a looping pattern. The crowd was still flummoxed, but the three warriors finally turned to face me and smiled. Siorian took a step forward and sneered.
 
   “You really are a crazy bitch like everyone says, aren’t you? Too bad, you would have looked better in that outfit in my bed than face down on the arena floor bleeding your guts out.” He extended his sword and the other two warriors spread out to either side and advanced. 
 
   Winya chuckled in my thoughts, seeing what I was seeing. None of them bothered to put on their helmets, expecting this to be easy sport. Each was more worried about which one of them was going to get credit for the kill than if I was a threat. So I was facing three individuals instead of a coordinated attack; I smiled sweetly and faced my attackers. They were far more concerned about each other than a mere girl with a white sword. Elbow back, I dipped Winya down for just a fraction of a second, muscles winding like a clock spring and then snapped into action. 
 
   The first two warriors lost their overconfident heads – literally–in the first twenty seconds. My trainees back in Xarparion were more of a challenge, and I’m pretty sure Winya was putting a little extra into her blade as nothing was stopping her. She slid through sword, axe, and armor plate like they didn’t exist. Their steel-encased carcasses spun uncontrolled to the sandy soil less than ten feet from each other.
 
   That left me only Siorian, who was dumfounded as he watched the hot blood geyser from the bodies of his fellow warriors. Snapping out of it wild-eyed, he noted the plate steel that had been sliced through like cottage cheese, then his eyes grew panicked and he ran. His heavy armor, which looked more for show than utility, hampered him greatly–once, twice, three complete revolutions around the arena. He stopped briefly in front of the spot where his fellow clansmen were seated, screaming at them to pull him up into the stands. But each time, I closed on him before he could gain assistance and Siorian was forced to retreat. It was actually embarrassing that I had to chase him around the ring the way I did.
 
   A little slip of a girl, barefoot, in a ragged short skirt, running after a fully-armored adult dark elf; I could hear the crowd come back to life and boos began to rain down on the Scion of Dorin Hall. Finally, I cornered him–in a manner of speaking–as he tripped over one of the bodies and didn’t scamper up fast enough to get away. 
 
   Placing Winya’s blade between his legs, I backed him up to the nearest wall, thankfully on the other side of the floor from his supporters. He had already thrown away his weapon in his blind haste to try to scale the walls to escape. Shaking my head in disgust, I wondered how many of his alleged two hundred kills had been unarmed farmers, or even women and children. This was not the standard of the fierce dark elf warrior that I had grown up respecting; this was a sad disgrace, and I wondered just how far we had fallen as a people. Snapping out of my reverie, I watched his eyes glaze over as Winya casually split him in half.
 
   Walking out to the center of the arena, I saluted the crowd, hot blood still pouring down my sword’s fuller channel and across my hand. I was heartened to hear more than a few claps of approval.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   It’s the morning of the third day for us on the road. When we had reached the crossroads where the roads to the dark elf and dwarf capitals converged, Somnus had been insistent that we take the trail leading to the dwarves. And at that point, I really didn’t much care where I went, or why, so there wasn’t much use in arguing with the big guy. Once on the new course, Rosa had cautiously started talking to me again; and according to her information and maps, we should be finding the dwarf capital soon.
 
   The past few days and nights were rough. Neither Nia nor I could conjure up the ambition to cook, so we just lived on hard tack biscuits and water. Sleep wouldn’t come, or if it did in fitful starts and stops, it was almost always interrupted by some undead wandering into camp. I had to keep buttoned up in my armor, including helm, just in case a ghoul should show up. Most of the time, they were just stupid zombies and Somnus would casually amble over close enough to incinerate them on the spot. The stench of a magically burning zombie is not something your nose forgets easily.
 
   Mid morning, the trail opened up into a vast field that had been clear-cut years ago, most of the stumps already having rotted into sawdust. That’s not all that was rotten, however; the area was filled with thousands of undead. Really dead undead. Most of them were pincushioned with multiple crossbow quarrels or heavy ballistae bolts, and quite a few were even crushed by what had to have been catapult or trebuchet stones. It takes a lot of hits from ranged weapons to incapacitate undead, so this was most impressive. Normally, I would have concluded that a large-scale battle took place here, but the fact that a number of the corpses I passed were in the final stages of decay led me to believe this was a long-term holding action.
 
   Nia perked up and climbed up on her usual perch on my shoulder, pointing ahead of us. There, at the base of a tall hill or squat mountain, was a short stone wall jutting up out of the ground. Bristling with crossbowmen and various types of stationary siege engines, it was a daunting sight, but nothing on the scale of Sky Raven. As we got closer, the scene attested to the skill of the defenders, as there didn’t appear to be any undead corpses within 200 feet of the walls. I could feel Nia getting more agitated by the minute. I turned my head and looked at her.
 
   “What? Nervous?”
 
   “Hell yes, Mr. Alex! Don’t you see what’s all around us? They don’t seem to be fond of visitors, and I don’t want to be a pixie pincushion!”
 
   I chuckled a bit. To be honest, it felt good to laugh again; the last few days had been toxic. “I doubt even they could hit something as small as a pixie. If they wanted us dead, they would have attacked already. Besides, I think Somnus here is something that you wouldn’t shoot at without good reason.” The great horse bobbed his head at my remark and ramped up his blue flames impressively.
 
   “Well, I still don’t like it,” she huffed and muttered the activation sequence to become the Combat Pixie.
 
   As we approached, keeping a slow, easy gait, the wall wasn’t much taller than I was on the back of Somnus. But like I thought, it was very thick, more like a raised platform really. And as we got right on up to it, I noticed that the wall didn’t seem to have a gate or door anywhere in sight, either. Counting heads, it appeared we were facing about fifty dwarves with crossbows trained on us as well as four loaded ballistae. They all wore serviceable hauberks of traditional scale mail, but not much else in terms of decoration.
 
   “Halt!” shouted one of the dwarves.” We see you are not undead, but that is not enough. State your business or move along.”
 
   “I seek to enter the capital,” I said firmly, removing my helm and clipping it to my belt.
 
   “Ha, no one can enter the city without a representative or a writ from the King.”
 
   “I am here to meet with another dwarf named Darroth Gravelshanks.”
 
   “Darroth? Never heard of him.”
 
   “He’s a master smith.”
 
   He snorted dismissively, then set down his weapon and peered down at us. His bowl-style helmet with the nose guard bisecting his face gave him an almost comical appearance.
 
   “Listen here, kid, we’re dwarves; almost all of us are master smiths, so you’re going to have to do a bit better than that. Besides, what possible business would a paladin have with us, anyway? As you can plainly see, we don’t need your help with the undead.”
 
   I looked disbelievingly at Nia, not knowing if I should laugh or get angry at this point; but with the past few days I’ve had, I was leaning toward the latter.
 
   “I am not a damn paladin. I am an enchanter, a wizard from Xarparion, the school of magic!”
 
   He grinned and looked at his fellows to both sides. “Ooooh, you hear that, boys? We have a highfalutin human-type enchanter here. As if good, honest dwarven enchantments on stuff aren’t good enough.”
 
   “Look, is there someone else I can talk to about this? A superior officer perhaps?”
 
   He guffawed and slapped his leg. “Sure, I’ll be happy to wake him up, but you might not be by the time he gets done with you. State your name and rank, Mister Enchanter.”
 
   Wow, why does everyone I meet lately have to be such a prick? Sighing, I complied.
 
   “My name is Alex Martin; I am an enchanter and the ruler of Sky Raven Fortress.” Thankfully, I noticed this had some effect, especially on the older dwarves in the squad. Most of them lowered their weapons altogether, and one actually threw his down and disappeared at a run back down the other side. The younger troops, like the one giving me such a hard time, didn’t seem to be impressed in the slightest.
 
   “Sky Raven Fortress? Never heard of it, so get lost!” he laughed, and poked humorously at one of his comrades.
 
   One of the older dwarves down the line from him spoke up. “I wouldn’t talk to him like that. If he is who he says he is, then it would be best for all of us if you let him pass.”
 
   “What the blazes are you talking about, old timer? We can’t just let him in, you know. The whole idea of building this wall was to not let anyone in. It’s kind of the point of not having a gate.”
 
   The older dwarf shook his head. “I grew up when they still taught us our heritage; something you young ones are too impatient to learn these days. Thousands of years ago, Sky Raven Fortress stood as the shining beacon to all travelers and traders between these mountains. Control of the massive fortress was split between the dwarves, the elves, and the humans, bestowed upon us by the gods themselves.” Great, another thing the gods take all the credit for. “But they left us with one rule. To this day, no one remembers what that rule was because only the three leaders from each race were told and they took it to their graves. But the stories say that we foolishly broke that rule; and once abandoned, it will never open its walls again to any but the gods themselves.”
 
   I felt a pang of sorrow as I remembered that the walls had indeed opened, not to gods but to me and a certain silver-haired elf. 
 
   Unbidden, my memory replayed the scene. I took Maya’s hand and led her over to the massive gate. “So do you know what to do?” she asked me coyly under her breath, giving my hand a squeeze… Much happier times that seemed so distant to me now. With a gasp, I was jolted back into the here and now, and Nia looked at me with concern and watery eyes.
 
   Fortunately, most of the older dwarves were still nodding in agreement at the end of the Sky Raven story and not paying much attention to me. About this time, a younger, fit-looking dwarf in a black uniform climbed up onto the platform, causing most of the guard types to draw back a ways and suddenly find something more interesting to look at. The new dwarf leaned over the wall at me and nodded. 
 
   “I take it your name is Alex Martin. Is that correct?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   The man smiled, but the one I had been talking to didn’t seem too happy about this one being here. “What are you doing here, Gale? I am Captain here and this is my wall. An axe-for-hire like you has no business here.”
 
   This Gale fellow eyed the other dwarf and smirked, “The Princess has deemed him important and requests his assistance.”
 
   He snorted, “What would a Princess need a human for?”
 
   Gale smiled slightly, tilting his head, but I could see real menace in his eyes. “Let me restate that; Crown Princess Elsa has requested his presence immediately. Shall I report to her that you are countermanding her order?”
 
   The color drained from the dwarf captain’s face as he immediately started barking orders for the rest of the men around him to build a ramp so we could pass. A nice gesture to be sure, but it did leave me to wonder what was so frightening about this Princess Elsa and why did she need me so badly. I watched politely for a little while as they tried to organize a ramp-building party, but I was losing my patience and so was Somnus.
 
   With a snort of blue flame, he swung us around a few hundred feet from the wall before returning square on to the structure at a lope. With one seemingly easy jump and an incredible amount of hang time, he nailed it and landed perfectly on top of the wall with the completely stunned dwarves leaping out of the way like fish from a barrel. But really, should they have been so surprised? I’m riding a huge flaming horse, but suddenly jumping a fifteen foot wall is a novel concept?
 
   The black-clad dwarf named Gale came over to me and bowed. “Sir Alex, I am Gale Grayboron, head of security for the heirs of the late King.”
 
   “Late King?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, sadly King Gweir died almost a month ago and due to some rather unique complications, a new King cannot be crowned at the moment. Complications that Princess Elsa believes you may be able to help solve for us. So, naturally, I have been sent to deal with you, your steed, and your…companion.” He must have spotted Nia hiding on my shoulder. “So if you will please follow me, I believe a member of your party arrived before you.”
 
   “That would be Darroth.”
 
   “Mmm, yes, he told us of you. But he also said there would be more of you as well; it seems he was mistaken.”
 
   “We left with more people but three were detained at our last stop, so it’s just me and these two for now,” I said, dismounting and leading Somnus behind me as we walked briskly in the direction he indicated.
 
   “Then I pray you won’t need them, but I have a strong feeling that you will.”
 
   He was silent for the rest of the trip, not saying a word to anyone we passed either, so I decided to look around and learn what I could. The wall was much larger than it looked, stretching for what seemed miles in each direction, and effectively turning this entire valley into a fortress. Apparently, manpower to build these huge structures was not an issue for the dwarves. On this side of the wall, there was what I would call a shantytown, but it seemed to just be an outpost for the soldiers so they wouldn’t have to make the trip back into the mountain every night.
 
   Beyond the town was a heavily built road that led right up to the side of the mountain to an immense stone door that I initially thought was like the one at Sky Raven; but I quickly realized that it wasn’t. Stone was just used to cover the metal that lay beneath. The road went right up to the door with no other real defenses that I could see from the outside. But there must have been sentinels who could see us because the door swung open with the barest of sound as we approached.
 
   Again without a word, Gale continued inside and down the massive ramp before us and past a fair number of guards who filed out of dugout chambers artfully concealed in the walls themselves. Seemingly surprised at seeing a non-dwarf of any kind, most couldn’t help but point their weapons at Somnus and me. Gale finally said something brusquely to them and ordered them to put away their weapons. The ramp seemed to go on forever at a steady incline. We finally made it to another huge door, but this one didn’t open so quickly.
 
   Gale walked over to a port of some kind and hit it several times with the hilt of his dagger. The gonging sound must have gotten someone’s attention because a slot opened. He said a few things that I didn’t understand, probably in dwarven. I knew a few phrases in their language, simply absorbed from spending so much time with Darroth. But then again, when Darroth resorted to his birth tongue, it was usually speech not suitable to be repeated in polite company. I got the impression that Gale was a much more controlled individual.
 
   A moment later, the door unlocked to let us through, opening up into a dim cavern. The term ‘massive’ just wouldn’t cut it for this place. It was so large that I couldn’t even see the far side from here. The ramp let us off at a raised area that gave us a perfect view of the city that lay before us. Stone, stone and more stone was the obvious building code here. Every house and building, road and outhouse, all stone; but at least it was all laid out in a neat, efficient grid design.
 
   “Welcome to the former trading district,” Gale said, “or what’s left of it. As you can see, this part of the city is mostly unused now that we have no trade to speak of with the commercial routes having been cut off for three hundred years or so.”
 
   “Three hundred? The undead have been a problem and the trail without Sky Raven protection for four hundred years now.”
 
   He shrugged. “We made due with heavy-armored caravans for a time, but they were overrun as well. So without trade, this upper level is almost unused, save for storage and a few taverns that are still open. The lower caverns are where most of the population lives. It’s also warmer here and has a lot more lighting. I know you humans can’t see in the dark like us so I can call for a light bearer if you wish.”
 
   I patted Somnus. “I got a giant torch right here. And I’m not human, I can see better in the dark than you would think.”
 
   He shrugged again. “Suit yourself. I learned years ago not to question the affairs of the nobles, so I’ll just point you in the right direction and bid you good day. Straight ahead of you is the Crusty Mallet, one of our better taverns, inns and stables on this level. You will find your friend Darroth there. It is also where you must stay until you are released to go elsewhere. Before I leave, I must warn you, the only reason that you are going unescorted at all is because the Princess has personally vouched that you don’t need one. Do not betray her trust; stay there and do not cause any trouble. Your tab will be covered by the ruling council. Good day, Sir Alex.” He gave a curt bow and then walked off.
 
   Well, he is one strange fellow. Then again, I haven’t really had that many encounters with dwarves to make a fair opinion. Nia and I looked at each other, shrugged, and went over to what looked like a stable addition on the back side of the building. Sure enough, that’s just what it was; however, it plainly was never made for an animal the size of Somnus. Gale must have been speaking the truth because both of Darroth’s donkeys and his cart were all properly put up in stalls. As I was standing there trying to decide what to do with Somnus, a dwarf came around from the back of the stable.
 
   “Good day to you, Sir. How may I…help…you…wow.” He was not exactly what I was expecting from a stable boy, but I’m here to learn, I guess. He looked to be on the high end of a middle-aged dwarf with a long white beard and hair to match. “That’s one amazingly large animal you have there. I don’t suppose he is for sale?” His voice was higher than I expected, apparently not having spent his entire life behind a forge.
 
   I smiled slightly and patted the side of Somnus’s strong neck. “Nope, sorry. There are only two of them in the world, and we plan on keeping both.”
 
   He brushed away my comment. “No matter. Can’t blame a man for trying in these troubled times. My name’s Logen Amberdriller; I’m the owner of this inn.” He sighed resignedly. “And stable boy, dishwasher and, well, everything else, too.”
 
   “You have no other help?”
 
   “As I said, these are troubled times. With no trade open, this level is mostly unused so there is no need to have to pay a full staff. And with the food shortage, the kitchen doesn’t serve many lavish meals either.”
 
   I was surprised. “You have a food shortage? I didn’t know the undead were hitting you so badly.”
 
   He shook his head. “I guess the word ‘shortage’ would be the wrong one. No one is going to starve down here or anything; it’s just that every meal now is of mushrooms or other underground roots. We have some farmland on the surface that we have walled off from the undead, but that is completely used up on grains and such for the ale.” He chuckled a little. “We will give up food before we give up our ale; it’s what makes us dwarves.” He carried over a small ladder, climbed it, and removed Somnus’s halter, reins, and saddle with strong deft motions. Getting down quickly and stowing the gear, Logen quartered Somnus in a paddock that was probably meant for an entire team of regular horses. Then he pulled over a large bucket filled to the brim with odd-looking white carrots and dumped it into the food trough. “I know they look strange, but long ago a human druid came by and told us to plant them. Personally, I think they taste disgusting, even when I’m living off mostly mushrooms, but the animals seem to absolutely love and thrive on them. And so do the farmers, stupid things grow anywhere. Now please follow me inside, I’m sure your friend Darroth will be happy you’re finally here.”
 
   I tucked my gauntlets into my saddlebags and left my shield and helm in the paddock for Somnus to guard. I trailed the bar owner through the stables and into the dimly lit main room. Based on the size of this place, I would say that this must have been a pretty popular place long ago. Still, it remained sturdy and apparently well taken care of with lots of hand-polished wooden furniture, and an actual mirror behind the bar; which Nia found immediately irresistible and flew off to admire herself in a dozen different poses. Off to the side, Darroth was sitting alone at a table waving excitedly for me to join him. I found that rather ironic, really; who else was I going to sit with? Counting Nia and me, there were only four of us in the place. I sat down in the incredible short chair across from Darroth as he downed a big slug from his large tankard of ale, a few drips running off his ragged beard and staining his shirt below.
 
   “Ah, good to see you again, lad! But wait, where is that pretty lass Maya and everyone else?”
 
   My head dropped to the table. “We had some…complications with the dark elves. They will, hopefully, be joining up with us later.”
 
   He frowned and took another swig. “Girl troubles, huh?”
 
   “No, more like political troubles that led to girl troubles.”
 
   He nodded. “Ah well, if you were looking to get away from that sort of thing, then I hate to say it, but today definitely isn’t your day.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Nia whispered softly as her wings fluttered lazily across my shoulder.
 
   “I don’t suppose you heard that the old King is dead, have you?” We nodded. “It was a good death to be sure; the man was getting very feeble. But with our laws…” He stopped talking, rose up in his seat, and was now peering excitedly out a window at the front of the inn. Suddenly, inexplicably, Darroth sank back down and quickly shook the crumbs out of his beard. He licked his palm and smoothed down a cowlick on his head, then took another swig of ale, swishing it back and forth between his teeth.
 
   Nia looked at me and I looked at her in amazement. We both followed Darroth’s smiling line of sight to the street door just in time to see it burst open. Silhouetted in the doorway was an obviously female dwarf who grinned and strode confidently toward our table. She was at least as tall as Darroth, which made her statuesque by their standards, with a surprisingly lithe body no wider than an adult human woman’s. Still, she had a dwarf’s physique and I could see rippled muscles peaking through the few gaps in her armor. The armor was mixed plate and chain of exquisite workmanship, and she had a large one-headed axe strapped to her back. She had long yellow braids of hair that were cinched up tight in a triple queue. But her face was what intrigued me the most. Her facial hair was yellow as well, but her beard and mustache were short, neat, and manicured. It was a far cry from the scraggly mop I was used to from Darroth and all the other males I had seen in the past. Mentally removing the impressive facial hair, I judged that her face would have been pretty on a human girl.
 
   The barkeep was visibly uncomfortable, almost fearful of the new arrival, evidenced by the fact that he immediately started removing the polished glasses from the top of the bar and frantically stowing them out of sight. 
 
   “Princess Elsa, what a pleasant surprise,” he murmured, hurriedly grabbing bottles of liquor off the back bar and putting them elsewhere for safekeeping also. 
 
   She advanced into the room, smiled airily and called out, “Relax, Logen, I’m not here to wreck the bar again…maybe.” He didn’t look like he believed her even one bit. “Besides, you should really thank me. The only way you can afford the upkeep on this place is by overbilling me for repairs when my boys get rambunctious.”
 
   Darroth nearly fell over himself jumping up to pull back a chair for her and I stood as well. His face lit up brightly as she came straight up to our table and eyed me appraisingly. “Hello again, Darroth. I take it this is the bold knight you were talking about?”
 
   He nodded. “That’s right. This is Sir Alex Martin, ruler of Sky Raven Fortress.”
 
   She reached out and clasped my hand, putting enough pressure into it to bring a normal human to his knees. Fortunately, I’m not a normal human, and years of hammer and pincher work had hardened my grip to the point where my eyes didn’t even narrow. She grinned, displaying even white teeth. “Impressive! Nice to meet you, Sir Alex; I am Elsa. And if you call me Princess, I’ll kill you; we clear? Please sit down so we can confab a little.”
 
   “As you wish, Elsa.”
 
   She smiled slightly, glancing at Darroth. “I like this guy already. Although I must say, he’s not nearly as big as you made him out to be. Sky Raven Fortress, hmmm? I thought that place was only a utopian old wives tale that our grandparents made up to get us to work harder and eat all our kalo root pudding.
 
   “It’s a real place alright; we all came from there recently,” I said.
 
   “Is that so? Darroth here has been regaling me with stories about his travels across the world, but thus far he has failed to mention that particular tidbit.” 
 
   She looked at him somewhat askance, and Darroth looked a little sheepish and mumbled, “Well, I was saving that one for a special occasion. But time is short; shouldn’t we be getting down to business?”
 
   She nodded. “Quite true, but I have two rules I never break. One–never talk business with a sober dwarf. And two–never risk the lives of myself or my men on anyone I’m not sure of. And the best way I know to get to know someone is to have a few drinks. That way, we can eliminate both rules at one time. Logen! Three tall ales!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Several hours later, I woke up. I found myself stretched out on a long wooden, high-backed bench, wearing only my leather under armor. I felt my head on something soft, and I looked up to see Elsa’s smiling face above me. I suddenly realized I had been sleeping with my head on the lap of a dwarf Princess. Mortified, I tried to get up, but she pushed me back down and whispered, “Shush now, you’ll wake up Darroth.” I twisted my head slightly and saw that Darroth was stretched out on the same bench in the other direction, his head on Elsa’s lap as well, snoring slightly. I again reminded myself why I don’t drink dwarven ale, but with the kind of week I’d had, it had seemed like a credible idea at the time.
 
   Elsa gently stroked both our heads and looked at me fondly. She whispered, “As I was saying, Alex; this Maya of yours sounds like a sweet, wonderful girl to me, for an elf that is. I’m sure when you get back to the dark elf capital, you’ll be able to get all this Queen problem straightened out and get down to the business of destroying this necromancer once and for all.”
 
   Oh crap! Did I go and tell her my life story or what? The question must have shown on my face, because she nodded sympathetically. Then I noticed a certain pixie sitting on her shoulder nodding the same way as well. Sighing, I again tried to raise my head, but it felt like a dwarven smith was inside my skull using a five-pound blocking mallet on my brain.
 
   I groaned and rolled off the bench onto my knees. My fuzzy vision noted pieces of my armor scattered across several tables and on the floor. Rising painfully to my feet, I made a beeline for the jakes, crashing through several sets of doors until I found them. After splashing more than a little water on my face and placing a detoxifying enchantment on my stomach, I felt feebly fortified enough to head back. Just outside the door, I nearly smacked into a hovering pixie with a very disapproving look on her face. Nia looked down at me–barefoot, clothes in disarray and generally disheveled. I put fingers to my temples trying to massage memory back into my synapses, and failed horribly. This was the most I had ever imbibed at a single occasion–by a large amount.
 
   “Ummm, Nia…I didn’t do anything stupid, did I?”
 
   “Like what, Mr. Alex?” Nia answered with over-the-top false cheer. “Hmm…I don’t know…something like challenging Darroth to a drinking contest in front of the girl of his dreams? Oh no…you didn’t do anything stupid at all…no Sir!” 
 
   I felt a flash of irritation at myself, and whatever freedom from the pain of my memories that I had gained from the effects of the strong brew, now came crashing back twofold. Nia could sense the rapid change in my mood, and she probably guessed at the cause as well. Gently landing on my shoulder, she whispered, “If it makes you feel any better, Mr. Alex, I think you passed Elsa’s test.”
 
   Going back into the main bar, I found Darroth awake, scowling, and sitting very close to Elsa on the bench. Logen, who didn’t look any happier, was setting out large bowls of lukewarm soup on a nearby table set for four. Nodding to the group, I guiltily started to pick up the pieces of my armor and compile them in a single area of the floor. 
 
   Elsa chuckled. “I would have done that little chore for you, Alex, after I put you two big strong boys down for your nap, but that stuff is a lot heavier than it looks. Funny, when you were singing and juggling it in midair with just your thoughts, it looked light as a feather. I think you might have dented Logen’s floor in a few places, though, when you dropped some.” 
 
   I groaned mentally, imagining the sight. Great! Could I have made myself out to be any more of a buffoon? Elsa caught my expression and decoded it instantly.
 
   “Oh, come on now, Alex; don’t be like that. Everyone needs to bust out once in a while, and with what you’ve been through, there’s no shame in it at all. Now come and eat your soup, we have business to discuss.”
 
   Since I had no secrets anymore anyway, I just spread my legs and arms and willed my armor to float up and reattach itself. A couple minutes and a bewildered barkeep later, I sat down, fully armored, to the worst soup I had ever tasted. 
 
   “What is this stuff?” I coughed, having to use what little reserve fortitude I had to force down the first swallow. It tasted like pig wallow; I wasn’t even sure my detoxification enchantment would prove up to the challenge of this swill.
 
   Logen winced apologetically. “It’s kalo root, the same stuff I fed your horse, Sir Knight. I should warn you, it’s sort of an acquired taste.”
 
   Nia took one experimental sip and pushed it away determinedly. That’s it! If a pixie won’t eat it, it’s got to be disgusting! The taste didn’t seem to be bothering Elsa or Darroth as they noisily slurped down their bowls; mind you, they weren’t smiling while they were doing it. Elsa pulled up a corner of the tablecloth and fastidiously wiped the soup from her beard and mustache, nodded graciously at Logen, and summoned up a burp of legendary proportions. Rather than be shocked and appalled, Logen reacted like he had just been given the highest of praise, and he went back to his work behind the bar whistling merrily. 
 
   Elsa leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “It really wasn’t that tasty, but I like to stay on his good side. Alex, as you know, my father, the King, is dead, and we need a new ruler as soon as possible. What you might not know is how that process works. First, I want to get something cleared out of the way in this discussion. Even though I am the daughter of the King, I am in no way in line for the throne. I have seventeen older brothers and sisters in line before me; plus, I don’t even want the job.” She shifted uncomfortably in the chair just thinking about it. “That part understood, as long-lived as we dwarves are, the time between coronations of new Kings can be, and usually is, many centuries. Right now, my eldest brother is in line and ready to be crowned, but there’s a problem…no crown!”
 
   “Huh?” Nia looked up from checking her nails.
 
   “That’s right. The formal coronation crown is kept in a special heavy vault carved out of bedrock in one of our mountains north of here, and no King can be officially crowned without it. It’s basically the oldest and most heavily-guarded chamber in the entire kingdom, and right now no one can get in there to retrieve it. As you might expect, this is causing my brother a lot of anxiety, which makes him drink heavily, more so than normal even. Decisions that affect the kingdom are piling up for want of direction, and the general populace are like blind rats in a terrier kennel.”
 
   “Why can’t you get in? Did you lose the key?” 
 
   “No. But a few days ago, something big broke into the fort complex, killing nearly all the garrison assigned to defend it; over a hundred heavily-armed dwarves. Apparently whatever it is, it’s still in there. Three relief parties that were sent in haven’t reported back either. The few survivors of the original attack told crazy stories about the creature. Some called it a dragon, some a wildcat, and others a common sheep with a bad attitude. Whatever it is, it’s nasty and has some breath weapons of some kind.” Elsa stopped and grinned, thinking about something. “Anyway, my brother, the King-to-be, is tired of losing troops and wants that crown really bad. Bad enough to pay the outrageous fee that his littlest sister is demanding to fix the problem for him.” 
 
   “So where do we come in?” I asked.
 
   “First, not to change the subject, but it is important. Darroth mentioned that you came here to find a really old stone artifact of some kind, is that correct?” I nodded, and she smiled innocently. “Well, if this artifact you are seeking is over two thousand years old, there’s only one place in the kingdom that you are going to find your piece.”
 
   “Let me guess,” Nia supplied sardonically, “in the vault with the blooming crown!”
 
   “Exactly,” Elsa gushed, slapping the table with glee. “See, I really don’t relish the thought of losing a bunch of my men to this critter. And, Alex, after hearing your exciting tale about defeating a demon and all; well, this beastie should be easy! So I propose we join forces to kill the monster. Afterwards, my men and I will take our time finding the crown, and you might happen to find what you seek as well. It’s a win-win for everyone.” Elsa took a deep breath and her face grew serious. “Besides, to be honest, it’s probably the only way for you to get that artifact anyway. We dwarves aren’t exactly known for letting strangers rummage through our treasure vaults, much less remove anything. My brother is kind of a stickler about those things. So what do you say? Deal?”
 
   Well, I didn’t have to think too hard on that one. I was certainly in the mood to smash something, and her story seemed to make sense. Also, I found myself really liking her candor. With a nod and a glance at Nia, I held out my hand and we shook on it.
 
   “Excellent! I will gather my men and meet you back here in half an hour.” And just like that, she was gone. Darroth stood there open-mouthed staring, watching her walk away, and I put a hand on his shoulder to steer him back to reality. Yup, he had it bad; sadly, I know the feeling. We walked out to the stable to get my shield and other gear that I thought we might need. 
 
   “I must say, that went rather well.” Darroth sighed dreamily as we were collecting the items.
 
   “Darroth, if I said anything stupid last night while I was drinking, I’m really sorry. I can’t seem to do anything right at the moment.”
 
   “Not to worry, lad; it’s the first time I’ve ever seen you drink more than a glass or two. I’m just happy that Elsa took to you as well as she did.”
 
   “What do you mean? She seems really nice.”
 
   He laughed, “That’s my point. That was Princess Elsa, captain of the most notorious band of black arts mercenaries in these mountains, the Argent Axes. They even give the dark elves a run for their money when it comes to cloak and dagger nasty.
 
   “Seriously? What do they do?”
 
   “Guarding high value metals shipments, hostage rescues, smuggling. Some rumors even say they aren’t above the occasional assassination if the money’s right and it’s in the best interest of the crown. Basically, anything the crown needs done but doesn’t want to get their prissy noble hands dirty doing.”
 
   “And the King lets her do such a dangerous job?” 
 
   He shrugged again. “She is so far down the line that it doesn’t really matter, plus the fact that she is a low-level noble means she can be counted on to be discreet. It’s a very good combination actually.”
 
   “And how did you two become such good friends?”
 
   He grinned impishly, looked around to make sure we were alone and whispered, half giddy, “Bacon.”
 
   “Excuse me? Did you say ‘bacon’?”
 
   He giggled and kept smiling. “Sure did. She and her men found me on my way here; actually helped me out of a bit of a jam with undead, too. Anyway, lunch came around and I noticed how much she was staring at my food. So I said to myself, “Food always works for Alex,” and handed her some. Turned out to be the right choice.” He leaned in closer. “I think I finally found the right one here, lad. I think this might actually be the woman I’ve been waiting for.”
 
   I patted him on the back. “Good for you, Darroth. I hope things work out.” I kept the fake smile on my face as best I could, and I really was happy for him. But this conversation was like driving a knife in my heart. Even with me trying to hide it, though, he noticed something was wrong right away.
 
   “What’s wrong, Alex? Did something happen with the elves? I must have fallen asleep before you got to the part with Maya and her parents.”
 
   I took a deep breath and was about to give him an explanation, when Elsa breezed into the stable. She was followed by a couple of tough-looking dwarves dressed in black and wearing well-used armor, with equally well-used battle axes strapped to their backs.
 
   “C’mon boys, time is short, and I have a crotchety older brother to humble.” She grinned, obviously enjoying the situation. 
 
   “Are we riding or what?” I asked, indicating Somnus and the donkeys.
 
   She shook her head. “Best leave them here where it’s safe. Logen might be a poor cook, but he’s honest and he will guard them with his life.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Elsa smiled wickedly. “Let’s just say a nice pair of jennies like that would fetch a king’s ransom at the market. Mmmm…donkey short ribs, steaks, and chops.”
 
   Horrified, Darroth tried to cover the ears of both jennies at once. With a scowl at Elsa, he turned back, murmuring nonsense words to the two. Reaching into his pocket, he found several of the pale carrot-looking roots and fed them. “Now, now, Gemma and Clara, she didn’t mean that. No, Daddy would never let that happen to his two best girls, now would he?”
 
   Elsa and I looked at each other in disbelief; and for a minute, it looked like Elsa was actually going to explode in mirth. She managed to choke it down and shrugged, beaming at both of us.
 
   “What can I say? I guess I’m a sucker for sensitive guys.”
 
   For over an hour, we followed Elsa and her men through the rat’s warren of unused cut stone buildings, metal-working shops, and mine supply stores that lined the business district; finally finding ourselves moving deeper and deeper into the underground tunnel system. Before long, I could smell water, and then hear it. The last tunnel we exited led us out onto an actual dock platform which stretched out over some sort of subterranean river. There were a number of large metal, flat-bottomed boats lashed securely to the dock. The boats were kind of bed shaped with headboard and footboard, and a very low flat middle area. Despite being immersed in water constantly, they looked relatively rust free and well-maintained. Without hesitation, Elsa and her companions jumped in like they did this every day and beckoned for us to follow.
 
   “Let’s go, I already sent the rest of my boys on ahead to make sure the beastie doesn’t escape and lose us the reward.”
 
   I cocked my head dubiously at the craft, considering the weight of my armor. On firm ground, my lightening enchantments have the solid earth to push against; in a boat they might just send it to the bottom. She laughed at my expression.
 
   “Relax, Alex. These are ore haulers, they can handle even someone of your tonnage, trust me.” And she was right; the boat dipped slightly as I stepped aboard, but not alarmingly so. Immediately, Elsa’s people cast off the lines and picked up large poles from along the gunwales and used them to push us away from the dock. Rocking just slightly, it drifted out into the main channel and was seized by the current. The two silent dwarves set the angle of the bow with deft pole corrections and we were moving, slowly at first, but picking up speed. Looking around, even with my mage sight, was pretty monotonous; just a concave ceiling, sloping sides that dropped into the river itself, and that was it. 
 
   Elsa stationed herself at the bow, one foot up on the forward rail like some carved figurehead of a dwarf goddess, occasionally conferring with her men in clipped, professional tones. It was very evident that her people respected and adored her.
 
   Settling into the back of the craft, Darroth prompted me for the dark elf story and I relayed what I knew of the situation. By this time, he had pulled out his pipe and even lit it, asking the occasional question or framing a point.
 
   “Poor, poor Maya.” He winced absently at the end of the story, and then redirected his attention to me, catching my surprise. “What? Do you think you’re the only one suffering from this turn of events?” He took a large puff and blew it out. “Let me tell you something, Alex; if Rosa was like Maya’s surrogate mom all those years at Xarparion, I was probably closest to being her dad. She and I have always talked a lot, even on the trip to Sky Raven; and I can tell you right now that little girl loves you more than life itself. However bad you’re feeling right now, hangover included; believe me, she is feeling a lot worse. It took a mountain of courage and sacrifice to order you out of the city like that. Hell, she probably knew the only way to actually get you to leave was to hurt your feelings, and it worked perfectly!” 
 
   By this time, I had my head in my hands, and I was seriously considering the attractive option of just slipping over the side and letting my armor drag me to the bottom of the river. Why do I always feel like such an idiot when it comes to women? And now I left her there to face who-knows-what…alone. 
 
   Nia stood up on my shoulder and shook her head gravely at Darroth. “Wow, great pep talk right before a battle, Darroth. You should really turn pro at this.”
 
   About this time, Elsa wandered back to us and frowned at the long faces. “Hey, we’re just about there. Nia, what did you think of the boat ride?”
 
   “It was awesome!” she said brightly, determined to single-handedly lighten the mood. “But how do you get the boats back up the river?”
 
   Elsa chuckled proudly. “It’s not a river, little one; it’s a dwarf-built water loop. Think of it like when you push water around the curve of a bathtub, the water just travels in a constant direction in a circle. If we stayed on this boat, we would eventually end up back where we started.”
 
   “But what keeps the water moving?”
 
   “Steam from deep magma flows power an array of turbines; think of them as big fan paddles that moves the water. If you want a more precise answer, you’ll have to talk to an engineer, but they are a surly closed-mouthed lot.” She looked up and grinned. “We’re here!”
 
   Elsa’s guys used their brawn to pole us into the shallows. We were entering another docking station, the path from which opened into a larger cavern area. I was startled to see actual daylight peaking through from above, and a huge pile of stone debris on the floor below. Beyond the debris field was the remains of a fortified guard station; and farther behind that, on the far wall at least two hundred paces from the docking area, were five huge banded metal doors. Four were intact, but the fifth was barely on its steel hinges. It looked like something had ripped it open, tore it right out of its framework. There was a small crowd of workmen assembling materials to fix the structure on one side of the door, and on the other, a group of about eighteen of Elsa’s people lounged about, checking weapons and sorting ropes.
 
   Elsa strode up to them as they turned to salute her. “Situation report,” she barked eagerly.
 
   One of the men, who looked at bit older than the others, leaned in to talk to her. “Elsa, it appears the beast broke into the vault overnight two days ago and is still in there. It made a mess of the guard station and the garrison before it went inside. You’ve already heard the survivors’ reports. I sent one of our scouts through for a quick listen and he reported a lot of arguing going on inside.”
 
   “What were they arguing about?”
 
   “Not they, it. Iron Shoulders went in against orders and took a peek. He reported it’s a huge, three-headed creature that appears to be searching for something; and there apparently was some disagreement between the heads on the best way to find it.”
 
   “Three heads?” Elsa tilted her head, intrigued. “Any clue what it’s looking for?”
 
   “No, ma’am, only that it’s old and made of stone.”
 
   “Hmmm.” Elsa turned and gave me a measured look.
 
   “Sounds like a chimera, Alex,” Rosa supplied in my thoughts.
 
   “Sounds like a chimera,” I echoed out loud.
 
   The dwarves looked at me in confusion. But I knew what a chimera was from Rosa’s extensive library. A foul, tortured beast, by all descriptions; created by the cruel mind of a practitioner of dark demon magic. The concept was to combine the strengths of three different monsters or animals into one organism in the hope that it would produce an even more powerful hybrid. From Rosa’s books, I knew that historically there were only a few successful templates that produced viable monsters, and the evil types tended to gravitate toward those due to their comparatively high level of success. The most likely result in dabbling in this cursed exercise was a creature with three heads. This could get interesting.
 
   Elsa impatiently shook off my description. “It doesn’t really matter what it is; we need to kill it.” She looked back at her lieutenant. “Are there any other tactical considerations we need to know?”
 
   “Yes, we found the upper passages of the vault and most of the security devices are still in place. If we can get up there, we should be able to rain heavy crossbow bolts down on it from the murder holes above.”
 
   “Good work! Then we have a plan. Gather the men and our heaviest crossbows–we leave in five!”
 
   The man nodded and ran off, barking orders at the rest of the mercenaries. Elsa turned to us. “I want you three to stay here and hold the gate. Don’t worry, if we kill the beast without you, I’ll still hold up my end of the deal. Stupid thing doesn’t belong here anyway.”
 
   Well, at least she is a fair leader. We nodded and smiled as she and her strike forces ran through a hidden side door and were quickly out of sight.
 
   “You can see them, can’t you?” asked Darroth, beside me with concern in his voice.
 
   I nodded. “They are a quarter way to the top already. Pretty fast for dwarves.”
 
   “Do you think crossbows and rocks are going to kill this thing?”
 
   “Not in a million years. I’m just waiting for them to leave,” I said as I reached up and grabbed hold of the damaged door, swinging it open. 
 
   “You might want to wait for your lady fair here, Darroth,” I said as Nia and I walked calmly into the vault. I closed the door behind us and twisted the metal wheel that slid the heavy steel rods into the door frame, then picked up a chunk of stone from the debris on the floor and jammed the mechanism closed.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   It’s day three of the illustrious reign of Queen Maya, and I haven’t been outside or seen the sun since the day my parents were slain. My world has fallen into a routine of sorts; every six hours or so I am ‘invited’ to the council arena, usually to hear some snotty minor noble with an attitude stand up and recount to the attendees what a bitch and a whore I am, and how my parents slept with barnyard animals prior to my conception. This invariably leads to a challenge and the snotty noble’s bloody and painful demise.
 
   On the positive side, I have made serious inroads into the viable breeding stock of the three clans that most oppose my rule, to the point where they are just not showing up much anymore. Instead, they send foolish proxies from the waffling clans in the hope that someone will get lucky. I am also starting to see a lot of poisoned blades flash by my head, and even the occasional magical weapon in use, none of which are up to the challenge of Winya. She and I have patched up our differences despite her admission that she is in love with my mate. As time goes by, we are more like sisters than ever before.
 
   The twins, however, have been strangely distant; no joking around, no flirting with my guards. They altered their appearance to resemble dark elf girls but, for some reason, they neglected to change their eyes which are one hundred percent icy cold saurian and spooky as hell. The effect does keep the casual visitor to my chambers away rather effectively. One evening, I asked Dusk about this change from their usual behavior, and she said that Alex’s mother had spoken to them before they left and had strongly impressed upon them the importance of keeping me alive. Beyond that comment, she would reveal nothing else, nor would her more easy-going silver sister, Dawn.
 
   I do occasionally get to see Ollis and my grandfather. The news from Ollis is not good; officially, there is no progress on finding out what happened to my parents, and he suspects that the higher-ups are blocking the investigation, waiting to see if my reign lasts more than a week, I suppose. Ollis did tell me that word of the challenges and my response to them has reached the general populace, and people are starting to talk about their fierce warrior Queen; apparently, with growing pride. We are a martial society after all.
 
   My grandfather is my one ray of sunshine, other than Winya. I enjoy his visits and I have made him recount his conversation with Alex in the hut more than once. He seems to be imbued with something I lack; simple faith that something good will come out of all of this. 
 
   Yawning, I am mildly intrigued by the concept that I might actually get some sleep tonight. It’s strange, I used to fear sleep because of the nightmares. Now I have real life assassins to worry about. Dawn and Dusk have been frighteningly efficient, and it isn’t unusual to walk past dagger-wielding frozen corpses on my frequent trips to the arena.
 
   I try not to dwell on how much I miss Alex and my friends at Sky Raven. Instead, I focus on promoting the mission to further weaken the three enemy clans. I am thinking of trying a new tactic. Tomorrow I will make a public announcement declaring that all members of the three clans are despicable craven cowards and demand that they face me in the arena or forfeit their lands. That should stir them up a bit and perhaps provide me with some brief diversion.
 
   I was nearly asleep when I sensed Dusk move away from the door and move closer to me, staring upward. Shaking the cobwebs from my mind, I threw off my blankets and followed her snake-like gaze up the wall to a small ventilation grate near the ceiling. It couldn’t have been more than four inches in diameter. Dusk continued to stare, and then tilted her head oddly as if tasting the air. Finally, something caught my eye behind the grate. It was a small rodent face, with black dots for eyes and long white whiskers, peering back at me. A few seconds later, there were three of them crowded behind the grate.
 
   Rather than be alarmed, Dusk sniffed the air again, then relaxed and returned to her usual spot by the door, freezing back into her statue-like unblinking stance. Fascinated, I watched the rats stick their heads through the grate bars and squeeze they bodies through as well. The first rodent through stopped, clinging easily to the wall just below the grate to stare down at me curiously. In the blink of an eye, all three were using their sharp little claws to run down the wall to the floor. Once there, one hung back while two of them leaped up onto the bed with me. Now, I’m not normally a squeamish-type of girl. I used to sleep in snake-infested trees all the time when I camped out alone; it was safer than sleeping on the ground. But something about these rodents wasn’t quite right, and I had a suspicion I knew what it was.
 
   “Ok, you two, you’re not fooling anyone, you know,” I whispered.
 
   The two rats stood up on their hind feet, eyeing me curiously, and groomed their whiskers with practiced nonchalance. Finally, they dropped back to all fours and began to blur. Julia enlarged and came out of the change first, throwing herself into my arms.
 
   “Maya! We’ve missed you!”
 
   “That’s her eminence, Queen Maya, to you, shortcake!” I joked, rolling her over and tickling her. Seconds later, Lin finished her transformation, and we spent a few silly minutes roughhousing on the bed and just being carefree wild young girls.
 
   Finally, I pulled back and settled the druids down. That’s when I noticed Ryliss standing in the corner watching us with obvious delight and adoration.
 
   “Whew, I haven’t laughed like that in too long,” I panted. “Hello, Ryliss. I’m happy to see you, too.” The young scholar shifted uneasily in her dark robes, her nose twitching. She grabbed hold of it and still managed a low dignified bow.
 
   “You honor me, my Queen.”
 
   I smiled in a, hopefully, reassuring manner and motioned for her to join us on the bed.
 
   “While I am very happy to see you girls, this was very reckless of you. It’s not safe to be around me, and you could all get into a lot of trouble.”
 
   Lin took my hand and a serious look came over her freckled face. “We’re not here on a whim, Maya; and we’re about to get into a lot more trouble than just this. We’ve come to break you out of this prison.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “At least temporarily,” she amended. “Belrothe is waiting outside and she says that it is urgent that she speak to you alone. She wouldn’t tell us any more than that, but you must come.”
 
   “And how exactly do you plan on getting me out past all the guards?”
 
   Lin grinned crookedly, the lights from the glow orbs in the room shining off her eyes. “Why, the same way we got in, of course! We’re giving you a lesson in walking on the wild side. We found a spell in the old archives that works great. Ryliss insisted that we try it out on her first before we came to you, and as you can see, it works fine.”
 
   “But her nose is still twitching uncontrollably!” I protested, examining the embarrassed scholar.
 
   “A minor side effect. We’re pretty sure it will go away eventually. Come on, we have to go.”
 
   “But...”
 
   “No buts! Look, Bel said if you resisted, we should sweeten the pot by telling you that you will regret it the rest of your life if you don’t come with us!”
 
   “Ok, ok, I’ll come,” I said, caught up in their enthusiasm. “Bel now, is it?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s actually pretty nice once you get to know her. I have to keep reminding myself that she’s older than dirt though,” Lin smirked.
 
   Julia moved over in front of me. She took both my hands and looked up into my face with her big blue eyes, whispering, “Maya, now close your eyes. When you open them again, the world will look a lot different, so stay calm and please don’t freak out. Trust in me, trust me.”
 
   “I trust you, sister.” I breathed slowly, willing myself to relax. Losing myself in those blue eyes, suddenly my vision swam oddly.
 
   Yikes! What happened to my eyesight? It was so blurry in here I couldn’t see a thing. Maybe some shadows. Hawk! Instinctively, I dived sideways and my whiskers came into contact with other whiskers. I was not alone. My nose told me it was another like me and there were more of us here. Wait! Bacon! I smell bacon! I plowed forward toward the smell and bumped into someone.
 
   “Maya, slow down, girl; you are disoriented,” Winya said in a calm voice. “The girls are around you on all sides as an escort. Follow them and they will take you outside.”
 
   “Outside would be good. Ouch! Someone just stepped on my tail…now where’s that bacon?”
 
   Scaling the wall was just like the gecko climb my armor lets me do, so that wasn’t too bad. I had to really squeeze my whiskers through the grate to get my head to fit, and I didn’t like that at all. Once inside the pipe, there were so many interesting smells to think about that I just sat there overwhelmed for a time. Finally, I again felt whiskers intertwining with mine and another like me faced me.
 
   “Maya…food…this way.” And I smelled (?) a mental image of a succulent barrel of fish heads and potato peels just waiting for me outside. Oh, so yummy! My mouth was watering–I would definitely follow this female anywhere.
 
   Coaxed on by my companions, I started to run. Well, they ran; I hopped a lot, tripping over my feet and getting tangled up in the process. For what seemed like miles, we scampered through drains and open sewers; me just following obediently behind my sisters. Disgusting, I know, but part of me found it exhilarating and I adored it–the whiskered part, I hope! Darkness wasn’t a problem; in fact, I grew to prefer it. Finally, with a squeak of triumph, the group of us burst out of a crumbling ceramic drainpipe into the night amidst a grove of huge trees that smelled good enough to eat. 
 
   A shadow moved into my line of sight. Owl! I ducked and tried to roll, but came up against another whiskered one. It was sister again, nose to nose with me; twitching, always twitching.
 
   “Close your eyes and trust in me.” I did as she commanded even though, in my current form, I definitely had trust issues. But I had to do what she said. Hey, she still owes me fish heads, dammit!
 
   Again, my head swam oddly; and that’s when I found myself back in my nightgown, barefoot, crouching fearfully in the middle of a patch of overgrown raspberry bushes. Jules, Lin, Ryliss, and the twins were all standing around me with evil smirks on their faces.
 
   “A sorry way to treat a Queen,” I grumbled, standing up straight and brushing the dirt and twigs off my clothing. “After that, I’ll never complain about Alex taking me through a portal again.” 
 
   Julia grabbed my arm. “C’mon, Maya, Bel is right across the park. You did great, by the way.” They hurried me through the wet, dewy grass to a small, red wooden barn at the edge of a clearing. Next to the barn was a large, heavy wagon hitched to a team of four draft-style horses. As we approached, I caught a glimpse of several shadowy figures stepping back deeper into the dark spaces around the place–no doubt Belrothe’s people.
 
   Ryliss raced ahead and pulled one of the big double barn doors open just far enough for us to slide through. The barn had a straw-covered floor; and hay and tools were stacked along the walls, but was largely empty otherwise. Near the back, a lone figure stood, shrouded in a cloak and backlit by a single glow orb sitting on a shelf. Belrothe turned and threw back her hood to reveal her attractive face.
 
   “Well met again, Queen Maya.” She grinned, the tips of her incisors just peeking above her cherry red lower lip.”
 
   “Hello, Lady Hornalde.” 
 
   Belrothe walked around gracefully, looking us over and spending a few extra seconds on the twins, who had come out of their transformations back into their scary dark elf visages. 
 
   “You always surprise me, daughter of Renalla. This is quite a retinue. These two,” she said, indicating the dragons, “I have not encountered before.”
 
   “Forgive me, this is Dawn and her sister Dusk; they are my very capable handmaidens.”
 
   Belrothe snorted humorously. “Oh, I’m sure they are much more than that, my dear. Again, most impressive.” Her expression changed, and frowning, she turned back to face me.
 
   “I’m sorry, I heard about the attack at your parents’ home. Kalah was such a dear, sweet girl, barely more than a child. I thought she would be safe here, but it seems I was wrong. Lifebane has killed most of my family and is now after what few friends I have left. I cannot stand idly by as he murders them.”
 
   Not sure where this conversation was going, I opted for conservative formal. “Kalah was a loved and valued member of my parents’ household. I am sorry for your loss, Lady. I confess I didn’t know her well; but she and Alex seemed to have bonded over cooking, of all things, and I know he liked her immensely.”
 
   Bel smiled, a single tear running down her cheek. “Ah, yes, Sir Alex. He would have been the first I would have expected to see past the fangs to the heart of gold beneath.” She paused and reached out to put a tentative hand on my shoulder. “I hope that someday you realize how fortunate you are to have found one such as him in life. Even a span of twelve hundred years is not enough time for most of us to find a soul like his. I am very grateful he was her friend.” She took another breath and released my shoulder gently. “Forgive an old woman for rattling on, my dear; you no doubt would like the reason for my visit. I was hoping you would like to join me in avenging poor Kalah’s death.”
 
   “You know who’s responsible?”
 
   “Oh yes, the dark elf perpetrators are holed up in a walled compound less than an hour’s ride outside the city, very secure in the knowledge that they have gotten away with murder. They are also the ones holding my dearest friends prisoner.” She smiled, revealing a lot of fang and her eyes glittered hungrily. 
 
   “Your friends?” I echoed, confused.
 
   “Yes, your parents, dear girl; they are very much alive!”
 
   I felt Dawn’s hands steady me as my knees weakened and nearly failed me. Emotions rocked and buffeted my mind from all sides at once. My father and mother were alive?  I was suddenly bombarded by long-dormant memories of my mother wrapping me in warm blankets, my father telling stories, and holding me in front of a crackling fire. The connection with my kin that had been so recently re-awoken and then slammed shut came rushing back. I had a second chance, a second chance to tell them both what they meant to me. In my reverie, I felt a slight mental nudge from Winya that reminded me of something else.
 
   I could have my life back…most importantly, I could have Alex back! Joy, anger, and fear came and went, but the one that lingered was regret. Regret for the reasons that I sent Alex away, regret for what I put him through and, most of all, regret for having done it when I didn’t have to.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Winya questioned. 
 
   The course was clear. Regret washed away and was replaced by sheer determination. We could fix this mess, we could fix it now!
 
   “I’ll need my armor, and my parents will require their weapons from the house. There is the matter of honor when we release them,” I gritted, already starting to think ahead.
 
   “What do you think is already in that fine large wagon outside?” Belrothe smirked. “Although, I still say armor that takes five adult vampires to carry is really excessive.” 
 
   “Not as excessive as the bloodshed I’m planning…”
 
   “I knew there was a reason I liked you!” The vampire licked her lips and purred.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Alex
 
   I picked my way through the shattered stone strewn over the walkway of the tunnel leading from the vault door to the main chamber while Nia finished her ‘Combat Pixie’ enchantment. Spinning around, she drew out her two small swords and performed a practice aim complete with a squinty-eye effect, then silently sheathed them again. I looked at her and nodded, and I could see something was on her mind. Before I could take another step, Nia flew in front of me and landed on the top of my tower shield, facing me.
 
   “Mister Alex, I have something to say if it’s alright.” Sealed up as I was in my armor, she couldn’t see my expression, but she knew me well enough to know what I would say. Tilting her head to the affirmative, she continued, “Master, I know you feel a lot like dog poo right now. And I think there might even be a small part of you wondering if it wouldn’t be best if whatever is inside this vault just went ahead and ate you and was done with it. But I hope you don’t let that happen, because that would mean the end of everything magical on this planet, and we need you.”
 
   She took off and circled around me tossing glittering sparkles into the air that settled lazily on my armor. Finished, she returned to her seat on the shield with a satisfied smile.
 
   “There!” she beamed.
 
   “Pixie dust?”
 
   “Yup, my special blend.”
 
   “Ok…what does it do?” I questioned warily, thinking back to the tournament and what she had done to the fire wizards.
 
   “Nothing much; it’s just pretty and magical,” she said with wide-eyed wonder. “But it will help you remember why we are here. Ok, let’s go find that rock so we can get away from these crazy dwarves and back to some decent food–I’m starving.”
 
   The vault itself was roughly rectangular in shape with the narrow end facing us and a very high cathedral-arched ceiling. The walls and ceiling appeared to be hewn directly out of the bedrock. However, down the middle were two rows of ornately carved stone columns depicting dwarf rulers of old. At least that was my interpretation; the dwarves depicted were bigger and brawnier than any I had seen on this trip and, of course, all the people in the carvings wore ornate crowns and carried fearsome weapons. Closer to us were a number of display tables that had probably held the best treasures, many of which radiated magic. Most of these had already been torn asunder and their contents strewn across the hand-fitted stone floor. I would have liked to gaze at the artwork more, but my attention was drawn by a loud crash from somewhere in the rear of the chamber.
 
   We walked closer, navigating around piles of gold and gems, even some weapons and bolts of cloth. I’m sure it was all unique and priceless, but at the moment, it looked like so much trash. Finally, walking around one of the massive pillars, we caught our first glimpse of the beast responsible for all the rummaging around and damage. 
 
   First impression…big, very big! It was at least twenty feet tall and probably thirty feet long, not counting the long lizard-like tail. The front half of the creature had the body of a lion, but was way bigger than any natural lion. The back half? Well, I couldn’t see it that well from this angle, but it looked sheep-like. It had a pair of red dragon wings on its back and three heads, as expected. One was the lion, another a ram with curled horns, and the third was a formidable looking red dragon head. 
 
   Most people, I’m sure, would take one look at this thing and run. But Nia and I were just dumbfounded…were the heads bickering with each other?
 
   “This has got to be it!”
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be a triangle.”
 
   “It is a triangle.”
 
   “Made of stone, you fool.”
 
   “It is a stone!”
 
   “An emerald is not a stone.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “Actually, he’s right on that one.”
 
   There was a loud, crashing sound. “Hey, why did you throw that away? It was expensive looking.”
 
   “Because I’m in control of the front legs. And what possible use do we have for an emerald of that size, huh?”
 
   “Well…we could trade it for some flea powder…that, we could use.”
 
   “Get some perfumed soap while you’re at it; you both stink!”
 
   “Well, we can’t exactly take luxurious baths, now can we, Miss I’m-afraid-of-the-water!”
 
   I looked at Nia as she looked down at me. “These guys have got to be the stupidest creatures on the face of the earth!”
 
   “You would be correct,” said a female voice. We both looked in the direction of the voice and found the massive dragon head looking right at us. “And you two aren’t even attached to them. Imagine what I have to deal with every day!” Startled, the other two heads looked in our direction and the beast started to walk over to us. With it closer now, I could see that there was some damage already done to it and its left wing looked like it was partially shredded.
 
   “Look what we have here; a human and a pixie? Didn’t we wipe all of them out already?” said the ram head.
 
   Nia pointed her swords at the sheep. “You were the ones who killed my people? Why? Why would you do something so cruel?”
 
   He snarled, “Orders. But I won’t say it wasn’t fun anyway!”
 
   “I had no part in that,” said the female dragon head.
 
   “Liar! There were burn marks on everything in that forest!” screamed Nia.
 
   “Actually, the bitch is right; she wouldn’t help us at all,” the lion complained. “I’m the one who did it! But right now, I am wondering what we should do with you.”
 
   The dragon head came closer to me. She took a few sniffs before her eyes widened and she pulled away, but said nothing.
 
   “I say we roast him and eat him,” said the ram.
 
   “Excellent idea!” said the lion before he shot a blast of fire out of his mouth. Nia cleared the area and flew high into the air with no trouble at all, and my shield blocked the flame effectively for me.
 
   “Well, that didn’t do squat,” the ram laughed, the odd shape of his mouth not really wrapping around human words very well. It still looked like he was chewing cud when he talked.
 
   “Then you try if you think you are so smart.”
 
   Something else hit my shield. I didn’t really feel anything, but the air around me was suddenly filled with static electricity and a sharp after-the-rain smell.
 
   “Huh, why didn’t that work?” 
 
   The dragon sighed and answered, “Fool, your lightning breath won’t work on him. That metal armor of his takes the hit and the lightning just runs into the ground he is standing on, not him.” The dragon head reared back slowly and winked. Oddly, somehow this gave me the impression that I should dodge this one. Green, slimy liquid blasted out of her mouth, spraying the area with green goo. I dodged the best I could, but still ended up getting gobs of the slime on my armor and shield. Fortunately, it just beaded up and slid off like rain on a window; the stone floor around me wasn’t so lucky. It was sizzling like hot meat on a grill, sending up small clouds of putrid white vapor and melting away the rock itself. Even she looked impressed, and puzzled.
 
   The lion just looked aggressive and pissed. “Well, that didn’t work either–imagine that! Fire, lightning and acid won’t work, so I guess we just rip you apart!”
 
   I dodged out of the way as the beast charged at me. It was surprisingly fast for such an awkward-looking creature. Nia went into her aerial darting and evasion tactics, peppering the monster with increasingly larger fireballs. She was targeting the hindquarters so that I wasn’t caught in any of the blast. Even though it probably wouldn’t hurt me, it could still distract me at a bad moment. From what I could tell in a fleeting glance, the detonations were just fizzling inches from their target.
 
   That second of inattention was enough for the ram head to clip me pretty good with one of his horns, and the sheer mass of the thing was enough to send me flying into the wall. The impact jostled my insides intensely, but just as in the fight with the demon, the armor wasn’t punctured and kept me alive to fight on.
 
   I pried myself out of the several inches of stone wall I had collapsed and readied my hammer for a shot at one of the heads. Nia was continuing to blast away from above, but it didn’t look like she was even scratching it. Every once in a while, the dragon would pick up a small treasure chest or piece of art with her long tail and lob it in the pixie’s general direction. It was more to give Nia something to think about than an actual attack with intent. But the other two heads were starting to notice as well and I saw the lion head begin to track her flight.
 
   “Mr. Alex, I think this thing is immune to my magic!” Nia screamed, as she frantically harassed the heads like a sparrow chasing a hawk from its nest. Even distracted, I could tell my pixie was weakening. Days of poor food and bad emotions were taking its toll, and I cursed myself for letting my personal funk interfere with the mission and possibly endangering my best friend’s life.
 
   Desperate to take the pressure off Nia, I activated the ice enchantment and slammed the hammer head down into the rock floor. As always, the hoar frost effect radiated out from the area of impact, turning the floor white with crystals and spreading like a tidal wave toward the beast. The ice flowed around and past the beast’s legs, and I waited for it to climb up and do its work, but for the first time, it failed me. The floor was a sheet of ice, but nothing touched the chimera. I wondered what it was going to take to kill this thing, and I was uncomfortably reminded of my experience with the demon.
 
   “I don’t know what you just did, little man, but it didn’t work,” snarled the lion and he led another charge at me.
 
   The ice did have one unintended effect, however. The three-headed horror wasn’t immune to bad traction, and the charge stalled when the ram’s hoofs in the back couldn’t keep up with the clawed feet of the lion in the front. The entire creature slipped comically, feet flailing, and crashed to the ground in a pile. Sadly for me, that didn’t seem to hurt it in the slightest as it dragged itself back up. The lion was beside himself with rage, but the dragon seemed to be watching me with some detached respect.
 
   The lion opened its mouth and a huge river of flame poured out across the floor; and for a short while it looked like a standoff–his flame versus my ice enchantment. But he continued to pour on more and more heat, and I couldn’t replenish my ice. Eventually, the frost gave up the ghost and dissipated into vapor. Grinning evilly, the lion made a big show of sharpening his claws on the stone surface, and then charged again.
 
   My experience with the bull demon did train me well for dodging out of the way of bull rushes. Unfortunately, this monster was on an order of ten times larger. I did manage to bash one of the ram’s horns in the attack, and while it looked like it hurt, ultimately there was no real damage. Before I could process that information fully, one of the wings caught me and sent me flying backward into an already badly damaged pillar. 
 
   Impacting the stone column, I felt like it gave a little too much and a few seconds later, I realized why. Previous hits had partially shattered the top of the pillar where it attached to the ceiling, leaving it free-standing and wobbly. When I crashed into the base, it destroyed what little structural integrity the stone had, and I found my legs pinned under a substantial chunk of granite. My legs didn’t feel crushed; the armor had done its job superbly again. But at the same time, I couldn’t move them either. Compounding the problem was my war hammer resting twenty feet or more away and out of reach, and I couldn’t even see my shield. 
 
   Moving confidently toward me, the lion head chuckled as he hovered over me.
 
   “I believe you’ve run out of tricks, little man.” 
 
   From somewhere above, I heard a cry of despair as Nia made another futile dive down in front of the monster, but she was too slow and weak to dodge effectively. The lion reached up and swatted her away with its huge paw, sending her tumbling far across the room to impact a thick tapestry. It promptly fell off the wall on top of her, and she was silent.
 
   “Now to peel you out of that pesky shell of yours,” he growled, extending a paw with five-inch razor sharp claws. 
 
   The dragon head reared back as if she was going to hit me with another blast of acid. But as she let loose the blast, she abruptly changed targets. The gout of slime hit the ram head, and after a brief look of disbelief, his features–horns, face, and bone–all dissolved in a few seconds. With the ram head gone, she snapped her huge jaws on the neck of the lion, seven-inch daggers piercing hair and flesh. Shaking him like a rag doll, she twisted. A loud gristly crack sounded throughout the chamber, and the light slowly went out of the lion’s eyes. The huge head hung limply, a bloody mess.
 
   With both of the heads that controlled the creature’s mobility out of commission, the monster’s legs just collapsed under it. Thankfully, it didn’t roll on me, and I watched curiously as the great dragon head bent her long neck around to bring her face just inches from mine.
 
   “Why?” I asked shakily. Even sealed up in my armor, my mage sight showed me that rows of blood-stained teeth were perilously close. 
 
   “Why, he asks? Because I want something from you, that’s why,” she hissed painfully. “I will die soon without the other two morons, but not before I get what I need…and don’t even consider trying to lie to me. That armor of yours may be resistant to my acid, but I bet if I dump enough of it on your helmet, at least some of it will find its way through to the fleshy bits.” 
 
   I considered her words, and she had a point. Even my armor wasn’t sealed completely, otherwise I couldn’t breathe. I nodded in agreement. I was also relieved to see that a still living, very wobbly pixie had flown back and perched exhaustedly on a display table nearby listening to our conversation. The dragon huffed a bit, still agitated, as if still deciding what to say.
 
   “Now, be honest with me. You killed my daughters, didn’t you? I wish to know the details of their fates.”
 
   “We haven’t killed any dragons,” I said simply.
 
   Her anger flared up. “Lies! I can smell them on you! You killed them only a few days ago; I can smell it!” She thrashed her head from side to side in agitation.
 
   I shook my head. “You are the first red dragon that I have ever met. The only other two dragons I know are the twins, but they are silver dragons.”
 
   The fire left her eyes and she calmed down a little. “I see, at least that part worked out. So explain to me, why did you kill them?”
 
   I shook my head again, frustrated. “I’m telling you, I didn’t kill them.”
 
   “You are a knight; is that not what knights do? Is killing dragons not part of your faith and honor?”
 
   “No, I am not a knight; in fact, most people assume I am a paladin.”
 
   “Fools, then. You do not talk much and have been respectful; paladins never shut up. They are always prattling on about their battles and conquests, about how holy they are, and how many virgins they have saved; the sanctimonious twits! That’s what makes them so easy to kill; one simply has to wait until they run out of breath and then move in for the bloodletting.” She grinned in fond remembrance, and I was reminded that this was not anywhere near a good creature in front of me. 
 
   Interrupting her reverie, I said, “But as I said, I did not kill them. In fact, Dawn and Dusk are our friends and even live with us.”
 
   She calmed down more and sighed, “Yes, those were to be their names…” At this point, Nia flew closer and perched on my chest. Not at all intimidated by looking up into the great maw, she had a question, “If I may ask, if you are a red dragon, why are your daughters silver dragons?” 
 
   Her huge eyes focused on the pixie in battle armor. “You may ask, but first I must apologize to you, young pixie. I wanted nothing to do with what happened to your people. Your kind has been respectful to me.” Nia nodded sadly as the dragon continued, “Something most scholars do not know is that a female dragon can influence the hatch based on the temperature of the chamber the eggs mature in. In other words, a red dragon needs a very warm incubation chamber.” 
 
   “Then you chose to have silver dragons? Why?”
 
   “In the hope that they would have a better life than I. Long ago, I lived in solitude, and unlike most of my red sisters, I cared for my eggs with all my heart. Most red dragons leave their children to fend for themselves, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that for some reason. I was happy there for many years, until the Duke came. Normally, a red dragon would have no trouble with a necromancer, me included. But he had something with him from the old wars–a piece of magic to control a dragon. He demanded my service and, normally, I wouldn’t really have had a problem with what he asked of me. Kidnap this princess, burn that town; things like that I do anyway. But I could sense it was my eggs that he truly desired. I knew they would not be safe. It took everything I had to break his will for as long as I did, but it needed to be done.”
 
   “I stole away from him and took my eggs to a cave, a very cold cave, in fact. There, I buried them in sand and hoped that it would be enough to force the change in them to make them silver dragons. In retaliation for my defiance, the Duke turned me into this abomination.”
 
   “I did this out of love. That same magic that controlled me cannot be used to control a silver dragon. And, furthermore, I knew that if they somehow made it to adulthood, they would have nothing to fear in this world. I hate to admit this, but adult silvers are even stronger than red dragons. And perhaps one day, they would fight against the Lifebane and bring him down. I am a fool for wishing that, I know; but I can still hope they might have a full life.”
 
   “I promise you that they are safe and are having a good life, and they have already struck many blows against the Duke’s forces.”
 
   She eyed me suspiciously. “Why are you helping them? Human-, elf-, and dwarf-kind are not normally friends of dragons, even good ones. Furthermore, who are you?”
 
   “My name is Alex Martin. I am an enchanter as well as the ruler of Sky Raven Fortress.”
 
   Her big eyes widened even more. “So you are the Child of Light, then? I can see why the Dark Lord wants you dead so badly and why he is looking for the key. And don’t look so surprised; we dragons know about the key and what it does. We, too, are not happy about what the Duke is planning. Even though we are evil by nature, this is a battle that we want the light to win. So I will help you–with some conditions. First of all, you must promise to take care of my children for me, for I won’t survive even standing at this point.”
 
   “You have my word.”
 
   “Good.” I could already hear her voice getting weaker. “Second, you will pass on to them my love, even if I am a red dragon.” I nodded again. “And, finally, you will kill the Lifebane for what he has done to me, my kind and all the other creatures of magic.” Her tail came around and griped the rock that pinned my leg, shifting it just enough to free my leg. I quickly freed myself as the rock collapsed back into place. “The key part is in a vase on the far wall. I found it, but hid the fact from these fools in hopes that they would simply give up. All things considered, I like this ending better.” Her voice was even quieter. Her head was resting on the ground now. “One last word of advice–the others of my kind will simply kill you on sight. Not all are as kind-hearted as I am. Goodbye, my young King, I hope you choose the right path in your choice to come…” Her eyes closed, and she was deathly silent. 
 
   Nia was crying on my shoulder. “I don’t know why I am crying. She was there for the murder of my people, but she loved her children. And she was the twins’ mother. Alex, what are we going to tell them? We basically killed their mother.” She started hyperventilating and waved her hands in front of her face to cool herself.
 
   “We tell them the truth, that she has been released from the curse placed on her by the Duke; and we tell them she loved them,” I said sadly.
 
   Nia’s breathing slowed and she thought about what I said before nodding, “I guess that’s the only thing we can do, isn’t it?” 
 
   “There is one more thing we can do for her,” I said, examining the creature with my mage sight. “It looks like when the chimera died, so did its immunity to magic. She deserves to rest in peace instead of being chopped up by the dwarves and her bones sold to the apothecaries. That, at least, we can do for Dawn and Dusk’s mother.”
 
   Nia nodded, knowing what I was asking her to do. She was still desperately tired, but the short rest had allowed her to recover a little magic. This time, the fireball worked; and it almost seemed like the body was highly flammable, as flesh and bone started to flare up and char with unnatural speed. We stood there respectfully as we watched the fire burn with hardly any smoke, leaving only wisps of ash. In a few minutes, the entire carcass was just gone.
 
   While we had been watching the fire burn, my ears had registered booming sounds coming from the direction of the vault door. Finally it stopped, and Darroth stuck his head around the corner and looked around, not seeing the beast. Noticing that we were just dejectedly sitting there, he ventured up to us. A few seconds later, a whole bunch of annoyed, black-clad dwarves swarmed into the room, led by Elsa. 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you decide to come in here and fight that monster alone? We got up there and all the murder holes were strangely glassed over, like the rock just melted. You have a death wish or something?” I simply shrugged because she probably wouldn’t like my response anyway. Huffing, she wheeled on Darroth and pinned him with an angry look. “And you! You let them go in there alone!”
 
   “It’s not like I would have been able to stop him! Hell, I wouldn’t have even been able to stop the pixie!” Darroth groused, spreading his hands helplessly.
 
   Elsa shot him a look of exasperation but calmed down, and her face actually looked concerned as she addressed Nia and me, “Ok, so what’s wrong? The critter is dead, neither of you look really hurt, it’s payday time! Why do you both look so sad?”
 
   “The dragon head of the monster,” Nia sniffled, tears in her eyes, “was the mother of our friends, and she sacrificed herself to save us. Now we have to go back and tell Dawn and Dusk that we killed their mom.”
 
   Elsa looked genuinely sorry for us, and she reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. “Having to give the bad news to the families is the one thing I hate about this job…well, that and kalo root…wait! You’re friends with a dragon?”
 
   “Two, in fact,” interjected Darroth. “Twins, actually; sweet girls. We all love them to death, but you don’t want to get on their bad side.”
 
   She stared at Darroth with a blank face before shaking it off. “You’re friends with two dragons and you didn’t tell me? Wait just a second…ok, you didn’t tell me about Sky Raven and you didn’t tell me about the dragons…what else aren’t you telling me?” Darroth retreated to the last bastion of men everywhere and just gave her a wide-eyed shrug. She was actually pulling on her hair.” Ugh, I hate you so much! Fine then, we will talk about this later.” She turned back to her men. “Alright, Alex here took care of the beast, so now it’s our job to find the crown. It’s somewhere in this mess, so get to it!”
 
   The twenty or so dwarves broke up into teams of two and began rummaging through the rubble. A half hour or so later a team raised a shout that they had found it, or rather what was left of it. One of the black-clad younger dwarves walked solemnly up to Elsa with it in his hands, and she stared at it in abject horror. It looked as if a bull had sat on it; it was thoroughly squished. But to my eye, the bright side was that all the gems and pretty filigree was still there.
 
   Elsa took the crown from the man who scooted off quickly; glad to be relieved of the burden. She held it up to the light and turned it back and forth, but it still looked horrible from all angles. “What are we going to do now?” she whispered in a near panic. “I can’t give this to my brother. He’ll blame us all for the damage, and we don’t even have the body of the beast to show him as proof of how huge it was! It will take years to make a new crown.” 
 
   Darroth cleared his throat. “Allow me,” he said as he held out his hands. Hesitantly, she handed him the crown, and he started looking it over. “Uh huh, yep, looks like everything is in order.”
 
   “In order? Darroth, can’t you see it’s utterly ruined?” cried Elsa.
 
   He handed the crown over to me and winked. “You must have seen this one coming.”
 
   “Actually, I was thinking I might have to make a new one rather than just fixing it. But this should do even better.”
 
   By this time, the rest of the dwarves wandered out of the vault and back to the docks area, leaving just the four of us still within the chamber. Elsa looked at Darroth rather puzzled. “I thought he was your apprentice.”
 
   “He is, but he is also the second best smith in this world, second only to his father. Now watch this; if this doesn’t drive you to drink, then nothing will.”
 
   She watched in rapt silence as I floated the crown in the air and started to mold it back in place. I had no idea what the crown originally looked like but, thankfully, there was a painting on the wall of one of the earlier Kings wearing the crown so I was able to copy that. Within a minute, the gems were back in place, the metal framework straightened, and the gold shined up again. I returned the crown to Elsa. She stood there shaking, speechlessly turning it over in her hands and examining every inch in disbelief.
 
   Satisfied, Nia and I left the two of them alone. I walked over to the wall of the chamber where the dragon had indicated she had spotted the key. Sure enough, there was an ugly glass vase on a wall shelf that was still intact. I reached in and pulled out a heavy chunk of stone that reminded me of the material built into the walls of Sky Raven. It was shaped into a rough triangle; two of the sides were jagged and looked like they fit together with something else. This had to be the artifact. I felt an affirmative pulse from Rosa across our link. Opening my side pouch, I fit it easily into Rosa’s bag of dimensions, which I still carried, and folded it back up, putting it away for safe keeping.
 
   Darroth and Elsa were still talking animatedly and admiring the crown, more like good-natured bickering; and they didn’t look like they were going to stop anytime soon. Thankfully, outside, a couple of her men offered to boat us back to the landing closest to the inn and guide us there. It was a long, silent trip as Nia nodded off to sleep in her niche, and I became lost in my own thoughts. Once we arrived, we checked on Somnus and the jennies, ate some hardtack from our saddlebags, and found Logen to rent us a clean room for a few hours of sleep. 
 
   Eventually Nia poked me on the nose and said, “We should go, Mr. Alex; I can hear Darroth and Elsa talking in the taproom down below.”
 
   As usual, the two dwarves were cozened up at a table, hip-to-hip, sipping ale. I had no real problem with that, but seeing them together made my chest ache and an image of silver curls appear in my mind. As we came down, Elsa motioned for us to sit. She was about to order a round of ale, but I waved her off.
 
   “No, thank you, Elsa; I think we need to get back.”
 
   “Still pining over that skinny little dusky elf, are ya?” She grinned and shoved a large bag of something that clinked heavily across the table toward me. “Here, maybe this will make you feel a bit better.”
 
   “I don’t want your money, Elsa; I got what I came here for,” I protested.
 
   “Yeah, I know the sad tale,” she said, waving off my words. “But I’m a businesswoman, and I like to think I’m a fair one. You and Nia did all the work, plus you saved all our hind ends by fixing the crown. I charged my brother, now the King, a truly obscene amount of gold for this operation and he paid, grumbling all the while. It was worth it tenfold to me just to see the look on his face when I presented him the bill,” she cackled, slamming a fist on the table and kicking back a gulp of ale. “By the way, my conscience also made me fess up to my brother who you are and your role in all this, Alex. Hidebound as the King is, he isn’t a bad person; and I think our people are in good hands with him. Anyway, he’s busy with the coronation and all the backlog of King stuff right now, and I told him you were in a hurry to leave. He asked me to convey his thanks and tell you that you are welcome to visit as his royal guest anytime.” 
 
   I thought about it for a minute and shoved the bag over to Darroth. “Fine, I’ll take it. Darroth, I’m sure the forge at Sky Raven could use some restocking. How about you take the money and buy whatever tools and metal stock you think the donkey cart will hold.” 
 
   Darroth hefted the bag and whistled. “I know just the place. It’s down the street and they keep a supply of excellent deep delver steel in the back room for special customers. I think this bag will qualify us for special customer status.” 
 
   It was several more hours before we received word that we were given final permission to leave. Apparently, the wheels of bureaucracy are just as slow in the dwarf realms as the human. Finally, I mounted up on Somnus and waited for Logen and Darroth to get the two reluctant donkeys back into their traces. The cart was loaded to the top with steel and supplies; and I mentally cringed, thinking about what Lin and Jules would have to say on behalf of the poor donkeys. 
 
   Picking up my thoughts, Nia grinned and spoke up, “Oh yeah, they aren’t very happy, Mr. Alex; but at least they’re blaming Elsa instead of Darroth this time.”
 
   “Why would they blame Elsa?” I asked, and then watched Nia point out the personal gear that the Princess was loading into the already sagging cart.
 
   “Um, Elsa, what are you doing?”
 
   She grinned up at me as she lashed a substantial keg of a sloshing liquid to the side of the wagon. “Why, I’m coming with you, of course.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “With all the money we made on that last job, I gave the men a few months off with full pay; just enough time for me to investigate some new job opportunities for us. Stories say that this fortress of yours was built to guard the trade road. Now if that’s true, then I foresee a lot of money to be made reopening that road and the seaport that it leads to. Hell, I could make a fortune just opening the road between those vampire-guarded farms you mentioned and the capital. People are damn sick of kalo root!”
 
   “There’s a seaport?”
 
   “Yep, we dwarves built it long ago. The port itself is actually situated in an underground cave, making it excellent for protecting ships from the harsh seas. But with the trade road gone, the post had nothing to trade, so it was soon abandoned. I plan to change that.
 
   “I’m sure something can be worked out, but first we have a necromancer to kill.”
 
   She smiled. “Then let’s get going. I want to see this fortress with my own two eyes before I’m an old lady.”
 
   Leaving the city, it appeared the wall guards who gave us so much trouble the first time around, had lied to us. There actually was a gate through the main outer wall. It was just hidden out of the way and, supposedly, you had to be a dwarf to use it. With the Princess with us, getting permission to leave wasn’t a problem. Once past the kill zone of the siege engines, we hit the trail, moving as fast as our overworked jennies could handle. Somnus repeatedly snorted his disgust and yearned to leave the overtaxed wagon in the dust. I would have liked to as well; suddenly, I was feeling an overwhelming imperative to return to the dark elf capital and get some answers. 
 
   Unfortunately, I couldn’t just leave my friends unguarded either. Undead were starting to appear occasionally, and the donkey cart was just too slow to outrun the faster ghouls. I remember Darroth mentioning that he had gotten into some trouble on the way in, that was how he met Elsa in the first place. Nia and I agreed that we couldn’t leave them undefended until we reached the crossroads from the dark elf capital and the road that led to Belrothe’s farms at the earliest. At least those roads were swept clear of undead regularly. So we plodded along at the steady pace of donkeys, deep in our own thoughts.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Maya
 
   Winya and I parted the low undergrowth covering the sides of a small hillock that rose above the dark elf compound. A quick glance confirmed that this was no rural village just outside the capital. There were no homes, shops or schools; no, this place had an entirely military aspect about it. There were two large longhouses roughly in the middle with a healthy number of barracks and stables surrounding them. What looked like a food hall and training circles dotted the open areas, and the entire fort was encircled by a ten-foot high wooden palisade. Rising above it all in a central location was a tall guard tower manned by a single guard who paced relentlessly, scanning in all directions.
 
   The compound was located in a hollow at the bottom of a circle of heavily-wooded hills, and there was only one road leading in and out. From where Winya and I crouched, it was perhaps two hundred yards to the fence and probably three hundred to the base of the watch tower. Having scanned the situation, I crept back to the tree line behind us and our waiting group. 
 
   “I counted forty visible guards inside the fence line, and there’s sure to be more in the buildings. The only concern I have is the tower guard raising an alarm and someone killing your parents before we could get to them,” Winya said.
 
   “Bel’s information is that they are being held in the smaller of the two longhouses, so we need to get in there and secure that first.” A quick trot brought us back to a parallel farm road on the other side of the hill where we found the wagon. Sitting on the back were Lin, Jules, and Ryliss chatting quietly and swinging their feet like they were waiting to go to a picnic. Dawn and Dusk were waiting quietly off to one side, as were Belrothe and her people. The last person in the troupe was my grandfather, who sat perched on the wagon’s bench seat. 
 
   I picked up a stick, and motioning for everyone to gather around, drew a rough approximation of the compound in the loose sandy soil. It was a pitch black moonless night, but I knew everyone could see just fine, with the possible exception of the two human girls. But that was solved when they approached and I noticed that in place of their usual blue and brown eyes, their irises and corneas now looked decidedly catlike.
 
   They were the first to crowd up next to the map. I was concerned that they weren’t taking this seriously, and I probably let a little irritation seep into my voice when I blurted, “Remind me again why you girls are along on this fight?”
 
   Normally, Lin does most of the talking, but this time Julia surprised me and answered grimly, “Maya, I know you still think of us as just children, but we are also wizards and pretty good ones. If your parents are hurt, we can heal them. We have spells of our own to defend ourselves or assume animal form, and don’t forget, Reggie adds a lot of weight to the equation also. Besides, you and Alex are our family now; this is our fight too.”
 
   “Reggie is here?”
 
   Jules laughed. “Of course, where else would he be? He is my protector. Besides, if it’s anything to do with Alex, you would have a hard time keeping him away. He is very keen to have the Child of Light and the Child of Darkness back together again.” 
 
   I’m pretty sure my face heated up as I took in that information; yeah, well, Reggie wasn’t the only one! Looking at Ryliss, I raised an eyebrow as she came walking back from the wagon carrying one of the largest bows I had ever seen. She smirked and presented it to the group.
 
   “It’s a dark elf siege bow. I found the plans in some old texts I was researching and recreated it. Our people used it extensively up until a thousand years ago, but then it fell out of favor because of its size and the skills required in aiming it. It’s not a direct fire weapon, it requires the archer to calculate and arc the shot. Fortunately, I am very good at math.
 
   “How can you even pull that monster back? It must be ten feet tall.”
 
   “You brace it on a tree and use your full body weight to pull it. Honestly, it’s easier than it looks and I’m really good with it. My father is a professional soldier and even he is impressed.” 
 
   Knowing Ollis, I had no doubt that any child of his would be proficient with any weapon they desired. I did have to stifle a chuckle as I considered the poor man who would end up courting her some day, and her choice of a personal weapon. 
 
   “And you, grandfather?” I asked as he walked slowly up to the group. He actually surprised me as we left the city. There he was waiting on the far side of the gate and then just hopped into Belrothe’s wagon. The twins and I were, of course, hidden under some tarps at the time to avoid being seen. I’m still not sure how he figured out what was going on, or knew to be standing out there at that exact time.
 
   “If you think I’m going to let my granddaughter do a father’s job all by herself, then you have another think coming. And before you say it, I know I’m old and not well-suited for this fighting crap anymore. I’ll stay up top here with Ryliss and rain down fiery hell on these fools if you need me to. I’m old but I can still cast spells like no one else can.”
 
   I think I actually smiled at that or maybe it was at Lin’s comment of ‘then you haven’t seen Nia’. But either way, we quickly outlined a plan. Ryliss and my grandfather would stay at the hillock where I had done my reconnaissance. Ryliss would use her bow to take out as many guards as she could, and my grandfather would hold his fire spells in reserve if we got into trouble. 
 
   Lin, Julia and the twins would go in as ferrets and secure the room holding my parents, while Belrothe and her people, along with myself, took out as many guards as possible in the yard and compound. A good plan, I thought. 
 
   “Meh, it should work,” Winya replied to my rhetorical question.
 
   “Meh? Is that really all you have to say?” 
 
   “Yes, what can I say? I’m a fan of the simplistic.”
 
   “Yes, but aren’t you also the best female military commander of your time as well?”
 
   “Well, duh. But in case you haven’t noticed, I was the greatest female military defender of my time. Not so good with the assaults. Besides, we could take them all ourselves anyway. All we need to do is free your parents, get them back safely, and then we can find Alex.”
 
   “Valid point. Alright, you ready?”
 
   “I live in your armor, when am I not ready?”
 
   We prepared ourselves and readied our assault from the hillock. Despite my misgivings in trusting a weapon I knew nothing about, I agreed to allow Ryliss the opportunity to fire the first shot. She had shown so much confidence and enthusiasm that I couldn’t say no; besides, I was anxious to see what it could do as well. Since she would be attempting to take out the tower guard, I reasoned that due to the height of the tower, if she missed, it was likely that the six foot long arrow would land outside the compound on the other side anyway. Ryliss settled her weapon in between two small oaks and selected an arrow that was entirely black. Setting it aside, she pulled up some grass and tossed it into the slight breeze, gauging the speed and direction. Then she quickly made some mental calculations, finger drawing in the air, and took a last few seconds to squint down into the compound to watch the guard and his pacing pattern.
 
   With an excited glance and a formal bow in my direction, Ryliss picked up the arrow, set it across the massive bowstring, and dug in her heels to pull it back. She might be a bookworm, but Ryliss was a dark elf and a warrior in her own right. Her muscles straining, she took careful aim. Behind her, I saw Lin make a small gesture at the trees, and suddenly the arrow disappeared into the night. Whatever Lin had cast masked the sound of the bowshot completely. Swiveling my head, I watched in fascination as the missile arched high into the night air, reached its maximum height, and began angling back down. Picking up velocity, it dropped and impacted precisely between the shoulder blades of the tower guard just as he turned to make another walk around and he collapsed instantly. I was certain there was no way that was a survivable wound. Ryliss bounced back from the bow, flushed and excited and I gave her a quick hug and thanks. 
 
   “Good work, Ryliss; your father would be very proud.”
 
   “Thank you for allowing me to serve you, my Queen,” she whispered happily.
 
   I tousled her hair a little, grinned, and whispered back, “Well, thankfully, if we do this right, you won’t have to call me that much longer.” 
 
   Cloaking, I descended down the hill with the six vampires and four rodents hot on my heels. Reaching the outer wall, the ferrets dived under the fence and were gone. Winya activated my gecko-climbing ability and I was up the wooden fence and down the other side in seconds. Twenty yards to my left was a sally port guarded by three lightly-armored elves. Winya, in her dagger form, had slashed the throats of the first two before the third was even aware there was anything wrong. Before he could raise any alarm, my gauntleted fist put out his lights permanently. Sliding into the sally port, I raised the bars holding it secure and swung the door open to the outside. Quickly, the vampires silently glided past me and fanned out.
 
   Seconds later, we were spreading throughout the compound at will. I have to give Bel credit on this one; she knows how to train her people. I was pleased to finally give Winya’s dagger form the workout that had been denied her. This was exactly the situation where she could shine. A part of me, the Jag’uri-influenced part, wished we could do this more often, even knowing that Alex would probably be shocked at the bloodletting; or more accurately, my enjoyment of the bloodletting. For perhaps ten minutes or so, I allowed my inner puma to hunt, and I lost track of the number of guards I downed. Normally, I would feel some remorse about taking this many dark elf lives, but I reminded myself these people had all willing participated in the attack on their true King and, as such, their lives were forfeit anyway. 
 
   Every so often I would run across a corpse pinned to the ground by a six-foot almost ballistae bolt through his chest. Ryliss was still apparently picking her targets and continuing to strike where possible. I was happy that this wasn’t a real village so I didn’t have to worry about non-combatants. Satisfied that Bel’s people could take out the remaining guards, I broke off and headed to the longhouse that she had previously indicated held my parents.
 
   With the added weight of my armor, kicking in the door was a simple task. I immediately covered all the inhabitants with my crossbows as I stepped across the threshold. Directly in front of me were four statues sitting around a rough wooden table, apparently playing cards. Oddly, the table, chairs and even the tankards of wine on the table were fine, but each of the guardsmen was frosty white and quite dead. A large pot of simmering stew hung over the fire on one side of the room, and there was a wheel of cheese and some chunks of brown bread on a side table near the fireplace.
 
   Ignoring the rest of the scene, I kept going down a wooden-planked corridor to the back of the longhouse. Opening up into a larger area in the back was a wide open dirt floor covered in filthy straw. Two more frozen dark elf guards stood in opposite corners, their weapons at the ready, but never to be used again. In one corner was a ten-foot square metal cage, and I immediately identified my parents slumped next to each other on a low wooden bench inside. Lin and Julia were already casting healing spells on them, while Dusk and Dawn, now in their dark elf personas, nervously paced back and forth on full alert. 
 
   Taking this all in with concern, I heard a slight sound behind me and glanced back to see Belrothe enter the room behind me. She had my parents’ weapons with her; the side sword that Alex had forged for my father, and Gwiwence, her blood red spear tip gleaming in the dim light of a couple of weak glow orbs. She stood silently as Winya returned to her bracelet form and absorbed into my armor. 
 
   I rushed forward, the weight of my armor snapping the lock off the cage with a twist of my wrist. I cast it aside and opened the door. In a second, I was at my mother’s side. 
 
   “Mom, are you alright?” I asked as I supported her with my armored gauntlets. She was disheveled, dirty and covered with hundreds of deep cuts and dark bruises, but already some of the lighter ones were starting to fade from Julia’s work.
 
   “Maya…honey, is that really you?” Tears were running down both of our faces as I raised my face shield so she could see my face.
 
   “It’s me, Mother.”
 
   She hugged me with what strength she had; but even as we hugged, I could feel her getting stronger. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “What kind of stupid question is that? If you think you’re going to stick me with the crummy job of being Queen forever, you’ve got another think coming,” I growled, lovingly brushing the hair out of her face. By this time, my father was regaining consciousness and I turned my attention to him.
 
   “Father!” If anything, he looked even worse than my mother. He had the same or worse injuries, but it also looked like he hadn’t eaten in days. It didn’t appear their captors bothered to feed or give them much in the way of water. Knowing my father, he would have made my mother eat any food they were offered and never take a bite or a sip himself. I looked over at Dawn, pantomimed eating and drinking, and pointed back up to the front of the longhouse. The dragon nodded and immediately raced way.
 
   “What’s going on?” my father demanded, still in a daze. He then actually looked around before speaking. “Oh…um…never mind; jailbreak, I hope?”
 
   “Yes, Dad, we are getting you both out of here.”
 
   He spotted me and his eyes widened. “Maya! You’re alive! We thought for sure they killed you, too.”
 
   I smiled slightly. “Believe me, for the past few days, I was wishing they had. But now is not the time; we have to get you both out of here. The way is clear; we will help you up the hill to the wagon. Grandfather and Ryliss are waiting up there for our return.”
 
   He straightened up from his slouch against the wall. “Oh no, that’s not happening! I see you brought our weapons, and we will kindly take them from you and cram them into the chests of these traitors. Holding the King and Queen prisoner! How idiotic can you get?”
 
   Lin and Julia drew back, all their healing spells exhausted, as Dawn entered the room carrying a tray with bowls of stew, bread and cheese. With a deep, respectful bow she learned from the nebulia, she served the Queen first, followed immediately by the King. That accomplished, she winked and handed each of the druid girls a large cheese sandwich. The two girls retreated gratefully to the far corner of the cage and sat cross-legged eating their food. Dawn hurried away once more and refilled her tray with more food and tankards of fresh water.
 
   “Brave little girls,” my mother said warmly between eager bites of stew. “They do fine work, too. I still feel like I got run over by a herd of elk a few dozen times, but I’ll manage.”
 
   I smiled. “Reginaldo? If you can hear me, would you kindly take Jules and Lin out of here and back up to the wagon?”
 
   “As you command, Child of Darkness,” a rough, gravelly voice intoned from the very ground beneath our feet; and a cone of earth rose up, swirling like a brown whirlwind. “Hold your breath, Lin,” Jules laughed. The two of them giggled and held onto each other tight as the dirt encased them and then drew them down like water in a drain. Just like that, it was as if they had never been there.
 
   “Ok...that was just incredibly weird,” Mother said, her jaw dropping. My father just looked slightly dazed, but he still continued to eat quickly, shaking his head in disbelief. “Bel? Do you know about all this?”
 
   The noble female vampire stepped closer to her friend and shrugged. “I know enough not to dream of challenging your daughter, or her intended mate. I have also received credible reports from some of my human staff who have journeyed to their fortress, and they confirm much of my suspicions of what she is capable of.” She reached down and pulled my mom to her feet and gave her an uncharacteristic hug. “That said, Renalla, I have grown rather fond of your daughter, and Sir Alex, of course. You raised a very smart girl, and right now I suggest you step back and allow her to finish up this operation.”
 
   Mother looked both puzzled and taken aback by her friend’s advice. “If you say so, Bel.”
 
   Smiling to myself, I reached down to pull my father to his feet and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “This should be fun! Dawn, Dusk…” The twins drew close and, with a quick bow, stood waiting for their orders. “Alright, you two, we will take the main building. Effective immediately, you are off guard duty. I want you to let loose and have some fun; basically, I don’t want to see a building left standing in this place.”
 
   They both smiled gleefully and changed their appearance back to the silver-eyed human girls that I was used to seeing at Xarparion and Sky Raven, chuckling as they bowed and left the room. It didn’t take long for the sounds of massive leathery wings and keening screams to fill the air outside, along with the panicked shouts of the few remaining compound guards. I could literally feel the air pressure from their flights pressing inward on the walls, and the mud chinking between the logs began to loosen and fall like rain. The whole place sounded like it was starting to shake itself apart. Even as familiar as I was with the twins, deep in my bones I still felt a visceral twinge of instinctive primordial fear.
 
   Smiling, I turned back to my wide-eyed parents, who were looking around nervously. 
 
   “Dare I ask?” Faeron frowned. “But who or what are they?”
 
   I shrugged. “Just my handmaidens; a small gift from Alex’s mother. Now come on, if you’re feeling up to it, let’s finish this.” My parents nodded and grabbed their weapons from Belrothe, following me past the card-playing statues and outside. We all ducked and ran quickly across the dirt street to the larger longhouse. We ducked because there were two real-life monsters strafing the outer edges of the compound, only pausing occasionally to rip the roof off a building and freeze everything within. The ice expanded and virtually exploded the wood walls from within. 
 
   As we reached the main door, I motioned my parents and Belrothe to the sides, as crossbows appeared in both of my hands, courtesy of Winya. “I’ll go first,” I snickered, kicking open the door. Of course, the remaining guard force was ready for me. Immediately, I felt arrows impact my armor, kind of like light rain on a window pane. Walking forward confidently, I had Winya open up with her special bolts. The dark elves in the front row, all firing from one knee, dropped like sacks of oats to the floor. The guards in the second row looked down in dismay as the same bolts that blasted through the throats of their kneeling comrades also sailed through their own thighs and stomachs. Winya changed back to her long sword form and we put them all out of their misery. I hummed happily as I stepped across the dead bodies before me.
 
   My father was the first to peer around the corner of the door frame. He looked from me to the dead men and back to me. He noted all the arrows stuck in the door frame and lying broken on the floor having impacted my armor and shattered. 
 
   “I know these men, and they are hardened warriors, not to be trifled with…and yet you cut them down like they were nothing. Maya, dear, when this is all over, we are going to have a talk,” my father said, still wide-eyed as he followed me into the antechamber.
 
   “Indeed,” Mother added, stepping carefully over corpses. 
 
   Bringing up the rear, Belrothe decided to chime in with her opinion. “Actually, these are probably the cleanest kills I have seen her do.” Both of my parents did a double take on that one. “Do you remember that huge party of vampires that your spies said were about to attack the capital during the siege?” 
 
   My father nodded and whispered, “Yes, that was a very worrisome point for us. According to the reports, there was supposed to be over three hundred of them. There is no possible way we could have kept the undead hoard out of the city if we had been fighting three hundred vampires inside our ranks. Thankfully, the report must have been a fallacy, as they never showed up.”
 
   Belrothe smirked and pointed a long elegant finger at me. “The report was accurate Faeron; in fact, it may have been a tad on the light side numbers-wise. The vampires were intercepted before they reached your city. Trust me; you don’t really want to know what went on in that cave.” 
 
   “Thanks, Bel,” I growled. “I was trying not to tell them that one.”
 
   She simply tried to play innocent. “I’m so sorry; I had no idea.” You could cut the sarcasm in the air with a dull sword. But she was smiling, and I knew she was just having fun. Drawing everyone’s attention back to the here and now, I motioned for silence as we crept forward. Fortunately, the door leading farther back into the longhouse was well-oiled and made no fuss. Once through, we could hear voices, so I gave them the wait signal and activated the stealth on my armor, disappearing from sight. 
 
   Like the other longhouse, this one opened up into a large public room at the far back, and the voices turned to all-out arguing as I approached. Inside were about twenty dark elves. Judging from their clothing and armor, I would have to say this was the remaining hierarchy of the three rebel clans. Damn, I thought I had made a more profound dent in their numbers in the arena, but they must have been holding out on me. Oh well, I would take care of that small detail presently. They were all standing around a large wooden table, and one of the oldest clan chiefs was holding one of the amulets that had sucked Alex into hell. In one corner of the room, an open portal glistened; but unlike the soothing pink or blue ones that Alera casts, this one had a decidedly red, fresh blood tone. On the table was a chunk of stone that no one seemed to want to touch.
 
   “Maya, that stone is our quarry. I can feel the magic radiating off of it in waves. There is also something profoundly evil in this room, as well. Be careful!” Winya said edgily.
 
   Ghosting into the back part of the room, I caught a glimpse of what the clansmen were arguing with. There on the floor, less than three feet tall, was a hunched-over creature dressed in rags. It had bony, skeletal hands and a face that was, thankfully, hooded from my view; but you could almost physically feel the malevolence rolling off it. It shifted angrily, turning its head from dark elf to dark elf. 
 
   One of the clan chiefs pointed a finger at it and shouted, “Your lord and master promised us manpower and dark magic! We are under attack; bring forth your demons and slay our enemies!”
 
   The creature rustled like dead leaves in the fall before replying, “My master finds your demands for additional support a sign of weakness, and he despises weakness. The terms were for you to serve him without question in exchange for power, and now you foolishly attempt to bargain for a better deal using the dark elf King and Queen! They should already be dead, and now you also defy his commands by not handing over the key stone!”
 
   One of the dark elf elders paled considerably and growled, “No, we did everything as you said. It is the Duke who has not kept up our bargain. Where are the undead hordes you pulled back out of the siege? What happened to the vampires that were supposed to wreak havoc in the city? Your Lord’s contributions have been lukewarm at best. You also failed to warn us about that damned crazy daughter of Faeron’s!”
 
   “The arrangement stated that you kill the King, Queen and the Child of Darkness; you have accomplished nothing!” the ragged being howled angrily. “You were told to recover and return the key stone immediately to my Lord. And yet you seek to hold it as a bargaining chip while you attempt to sweeten the deal. You play a very dangerous game, my idiotic friends.”
 
   Having heard enough, I slid back down the hallway to my waiting parents and Belrothe. Reappearing and speaking in hushed tones, I quickly acquainted them with the situation, including descriptions of the dark elves present. 
 
   Looking at the vampire, I said, “Bel, they have one of the amulets.”
 
   She smiled, showing off her fangs and not in a happy way, either. “Excellent, it saves me the trouble of tracking it down.” Reaching inside her leather armor chest piece, she pulled out the modified amulet that Alex had created for her and let it dangle from her neck.
 
   “Okay, I’ll go in first and take care of the creature and the clansmen,” I started to say, but was interrupted by a violent shake of the head from my father, the King.
 
   “Maya, as much as I would enjoy seeing you dice them into tiny bits, it is the prerogative and the responsibility of the King to deal with traitors to the crown.”
 
   “Besides,” my mother added, her eyes hardening, “one of the bastards you described was the one who murdered poor Kalah, and I will have my revenge for what they did to our poor sweet girl!” 
 
   Bel seemed to think on that for a second, and then nodded. “Then I implore you to be the instrument of our vengeance and kill them all. Maya and I will step in if things get too rough. I will also collect the amulet.” 
 
   Winya reactivated my armor to make me transparent again, and I slid into the chamber where the debate still raged, circling around the other side of the table. After conferring a moment on tactics, my parents glided into the room, catching the group in mid-shouting match.
 
   It was amazing to watch them work; the two of them have a grace in battle that even I haven’t mastered yet. Where I would have hacked, lunged, and leaped around keeping my enemies off guard and confused, they took down the traitors as easily as if they were ballroom dancing. My mother using her spear point to jab, but she would sweep it side-to-side as well, using the blood red, heavy spear blade almost like a sword. Her grace was amazing to watch. My father’s sword work was impeccable, and I could tell he was taking full advantage of the extra spring and other enchantments that Alex had built into the sword. The clan chiefs were unable to muster any kind of organized defense as my parents circled around them in an ever tightening circle of doom. While I hated their guts, even I had to admit that these elder clansmen went down as warriors. There was no begging for mercy to be heard, nor would any have been granted.
 
   I tried to keep my eyes on the creature as I saw him dart under the table during the battle. Suddenly, I saw a clawed hand reach up and snatch the key stone off the table. Immediately ordering my crossbow, I appeared to materialize out of thin air at one side of the room, which caused a moan of dread to run through the opposing elves. They knew who I was and what I could do; by this point, they also knew to a man that they were dead.
 
   Circling the table and crouching low, I spotted the ragged creature stuffing the stone into his clothing. As soon as it was secured, he scuttled toward the end of the table and launched himself toward the still open portal with surprising speed. My first, second and third crossbow bolts passed harmlessly through him as he cackled madly and leapt.
 
   As I watched him in horror, from behind me I heard the scream of what could only be described as babbling straight from hell itself as Belrothe’s amulet sucked the clansmen’s amulet dry. All lights in the area dimmed ominously, and then the portal snapped closed with a puff of brimstone. 
 
   Timing is everything they say, and the creature was a bit slow and unlucky to boot. The portal vanished, and his leap ended with him crashing hard into the log wall. Before he could recover, Winya and her sharpest enchantment removed his wretched head. Using Winya, I poked around the body until I located the key stone in one of the pockets of his robe.
 
   “Seriously, Maya, you couldn’t have used a stick or something instead of me for this? You have no idea how incredibly foul this thing is, and that coming from someone that cleaves maggoty zombies for a living,” Winya complained bitterly.
 
   “Sorry Win, but I need to make sure we get this stone secured before something else happens. Besides, think how happy Alex will be when we tell him we recovered it.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, you’ll get all the hugs and kisses; what do I get?”
 
   “How about this? When we get Alex back, if you promise not to burn him, I’ll have him give you a nice polish.”
 
   “Oooh! Do I get honing oil with that massage?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Deal!”
 
   I located the stone and withdrew it, wiping it off on the robes of one of the dark elves who certainly wouldn’t need it ever again. Completing my negotiations with my sword, I looked around, only to find that the battle was over. It took my parents awhile, not that the clansmen were really that difficult of opponents, but because they wanted them to suffer badly for their betrayals. 
 
   I was especially impressed with what my mother did to one poor bastard, who I can only assume was the one who murdered poor Kalah. I call myself a cruel fighter sometimes, but that even made me want to throw up.
 
   I turned to my parents. “Can we go home now?”
 
   “Definitely. I am so tired I can barely stand,” my mother said, leaning heavily against my father’s shoulder. 
 
   As we walked out of the longhouse, we were greeted by Bel’s liegemen and the twins, who were back in their dark elf forms. The seven of them bowed. “Welcome back, your majesties.”
 
   My father waved offhandedly. “Thank you. It’s good to be back; but from what I can tell, none of you are really my subjects, so we can dispense with the formalities. I would be pleased to call you all friends, however. Now, we should get moving. From what Maya tells me, the capital is due to awaken soon and wonder what happened to their ‘Warrior Queen.’”
 
   As soon as we cleared the fence line, I heard the familiar roar of fireballs over our heads as my grandfather began bombarding the compound. We didn’t bother to look back. I doubted there would be anything left of the traitors’ fort by the first rays of the sun.
 
   The trip back to the capital was quiet, with my mother falling asleep on my father’s lap in the back, and the druid girls napping as well. Ryliss, on the other hand, appeared to vacillate between looks of horror and fascination as the twins selected seats on each side of her, after Dawn gave me a sly wink. I leaned across and whispered into the young scholar’s ear, “What? Haven’t sat next to a pair of silver dragons before, Ryliss?” She shook her head silently in wide-eyed wonder.
 
   I chuckled to myself, finding that I felt so much better now. My parents were safe and now I can rid myself of all this ‘Queen’ nonsense. I’ll admit, I was starting to warm to the idea when it looked like I would be on the throne with Alex by my side. But I never thought being a Queen would end up with me being held in a dungeon and having to fight for my life on a daily basis. Right now, I was looking forward to a real bath, some fresh air and sunshine, and a decent meal; oh, and I want to see my horse! 
 
   I had just one other concern to worry about…Alex, my love, where are you?


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Alex
 
   Most of the way back from Bellrock, I had been consumed with thoughts about what I would find when I arrived back at the dark elf capital. Should I be angry? Should I be big about having my life shattered and dreams torn asunder? Should I beg her to run away with me to the amber forests of Ayerhs, after all? I shook my head for the thousandth time, still unable to decide.
 
   When we reached the crossroads, Darroth and Elsa volunteered to continue on ahead, as the heavily-laden cart was so slow. I could also tell that the smith was unhappy with the speed to which the donkeys had limited Somnus. But we all knew that I would easily catch up with them before they reached the fortress anyway. 
 
   Letting Somnus fly, we ate up the miles to our destination quickly. Finally, with a heavy heart, I coaxed Somnus back up to the familiar hillock overlooking the main gate of the capital and looked down into the city. Everything looked pretty normal; the bustle of everyday life down there belying what could be the biggest conversation of my life. 
 
   Before I could formulate any thoughts, or even dismount, I heard Winya’s voice sing in my head, “Alex! You made it back safely!” She beamed warmly through the link.
 
   Dismounting, I let Somnus have his own reins, tucked away my gauntlets, and sat down on the usual rock to face my destiny.
 
   “Winya, please…I need to see the Queen. I need some answers and to find out where I stand.” There was a pause as if she was conferring with someone. 
 
   Finally, with some hesitation, she answered, “Alex, I’m sorry, I am told to advise you that neither the Queen nor the King is available to meet with you at this time. I am also to remind you that your banishment from the city has not yet been rescinded.”
 
   The King? My heart just turned to lead and dropped to the ground. So that’s it then. The high elf council married her off to some clan leader to stabilize the government and save her people. The irrational part of my brain urged me to put on my helmet and storm down to the city and kill the bastard. But another part of me knew that the Maya I loved would never accept anyone who was in league with the Lifebane. So, for the sake of our mission, I could never act on my impulses. I had to keep telling myself that the key issue was still to defeat the great evil and keep this planet a place where good ‘people’ like Nia and the twins could survive. After that, I didn’t care anymore. My brain was vaguely registering that Winya was still speaking to me.
 
   “Alex!” Winya repeated in a concerned voice, and I could tell there was a lot she wasn’t telling me, but I wasn’t at my most perceptive at the moment. “Alex, there is a dark elf courier coming out in a few minutes with a letter for you and bringing Kaima so you can take her back to Sky Raven with you. She has been a real pain in the ass since Somnus left.”
 
   “A letter? A letter, Winya? So this is how it all ends?” I asked bitterly. Somehow, I could sense real pain from her in the reply.
 
   “Please, Alex, just wait for the letter and all will be explained.”
 
   After I shared with Nia what was happening and what was said, she wisely decided to fly off and inspect the burned out trebuchets and give me some space. I could tell her little heart was breaking, too. A few dark morose minutes later, Somnus threw up his head and came to attention. That was followed by an excited whistle and a near dance as he shuffled his flaming hoofs impatiently.
 
   Looking down the couple hundred yards to the gate, I saw it open and Kaima shoot through at a fast trot, an elf in formal courier livery and full helm on her back. As fast as the Vakhas are, it still seemed to take ages until the rider pulled up and walked the mare the last few yards to the rock where I sat. With a snappy salute, the rider reached into his courier bag and handed me a packet of paper tied in gold twine and bearing a wax seal with some ornate design on it. Then he moved the mare back a ways, dismounted, and started to secure the warhorse’s gear for the long trip back.
 
   I stared long and hard at the envelope like it was a sentence of death. In a way it was for me, the death of all my hopes and dreams since leaving Foalshead. I could scarcely imagine life without Maya. Resigned to my fate, I broke the seal and laboriously unfolded all the pages. Pausing to blink away some tears in my eyes before I started reading…they were all blank…I shuffled through them all and concentrated, stupidly expecting words to suddenly appear like they do with my parents’ letters, but nothing, just blank pages.
 
   “What’s the matter, Magic Boy? Need someone to read it to you?” I heard a familiar voice purr behind me. Huh? I whipped around to discover the dark elf courier was actually a she, and she had removed her helmet, revealing curly silver locks and a hesitant, hopeful smile.
 
   “Maya?” I gasped incredulously, torn between the joy of seeing her face and the heartbreak I was expecting. Uttering a small cry, she raced over and leaped on me, straddling my lap. Face-to-face we stared into each other’s eyes for some very long moments. Then she took my hand, guiding it through the unbuttoned folds in her uniform until my palm was resting on her bare chest.
 
   “Do you feel my heart beating?” She inhaled deeply and leaned her forehead on mine. “Know this; the heart you feel is forever yours, Alex Martin, and only yours. I am so sorry if I’ve hurt you.” I drank in her closeness like a draught of the water of life, still unbelieving.
 
   “But you’re a Queen! And Winya said there’s a King now…so…?”
 
   She silenced me with a quick kiss. “My parents, Faeron and Renalla, are alive. They are the King and Queen! Can you forgive me this one last little deception at your expense?”
 
   I nuzzled her gently and whispered, “Right now I could forgive the loss of an arm or a leg; anything, as long as it wasn’t my lips.” And I crushed her to me in a warm frantic embrace that lasted a very long time. Finally, we came up for air, and my dark elf growled lustily, nipped my ear and slid off my lap, pulling me to my feet with a brilliant smile.
 
   “What was that,” I chuckled, “the Jag’uri Puma coming out?”
 
   Maya blushed. “Oh, you know about my spirit animal now, do you? Yes, she’s been making her wishes known a lot more forcefully as of late.”
 
   “Her wishes?”
 
   “Yes, she grows impatient to claim her mate!” She took my hand and pretended to bite it. “Who knows what damage she’ll cause if we don’t find a way to appease her soon.”
 
   I’m pretty sure my face heated up perceptively, because Maya reached up and ran her hands lovingly down both sides of my face and they felt like velvet ice. “I longed for this every day we were apart,” she whispered brightly, her eyes shining with relief. Together, and I mean really together, we walked over to the horses. She calmly stroked Kaima’s back and looked at me, tilting her head.
 
   “Hey, I never found out what your spirit animal is, Magic Boy.”
 
   “Well, it’s a Vakha Stallion.”
 
   “That figures,” Maya quipped matter-of-factly. “Big, stubborn and clueless!” Kaima snorted humorously and bobbed her head up and down. Our laughter was interrupted by the arrival of a very confused but happy pixie. We explained it all to her as we walked hand-in-hand, leading our horses down the hill to the dark elf capital.
 
   The front gate opened right up for us and I was half expecting to find that annoying guard who was so kind to see me off last time. Instead, there was a full squad of guards in heavy armor waiting for us, all led by Ollis.
 
   “Good to see you again, Prince Alex; I hope your trip was fruitful.”
 
   “It was, Ollis; thank you for asking.”
 
   He turned to Maya. “We have kept our side of the agreement, my Lady, will you keep yours?” The man actually looked nervous for asking this.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, Captain, I will not resist.”
 
   “Very well, then. Men, take the Princess into custody.” Three guards came forward to cautiously snap binding irons on her wrists.
 
   “Custody? What for?” I demanded, in no mood for more heartache.
 
   Maya smiled serenely. “Alex, please be calm; this is a good thing, and the only way I will be able to stay with you. Do not fight this; I will be back soon, my love.” She rose up on tip toes and kissed me once more before the guards escorted her away, leaving just Ollis.
 
   “Alex, I’m sorry about this, I really am; but I need you to follow me, as well.”
 
   “What’s going on, Ollis?”
 
   “The King has decided you need to be present for the trial. We should hurry, though; it will start the second they arrive. I’ll have someone take the horses.”
 
   Drawing my tower shield off its tethers to Somnus and loosening my war hammer, I once again reluctantly found myself following someone going somewhere that I really didn’t want to go. But I had just gotten Maya back and, dammit, I wasn’t going to lose her now. If that meant I had to sit though a stupid trial–or level the town–to do so, then so be it.
 
   Ollis led me a few blocks in a direction I hadn’t travelled yet in the city and, finally, through an archway and up flights of stairs to some sort of viewing platform. We were in an outdoor arena area that looked like it was probably used for trials of horsemanship or mock battles. Its bottom had a sand floor surrounded by a six-foot wooden fence. There were a number of stout foot-thick pells in the middle of the arena in two rows. The stands above the arena walls were completely packed with townspeople. Below me on the arena floor stood Maya, now in a long formal white dress, her hands still shackled, with three elf guards standing behind her. Oddly, she had a big smile on her face as if she were receiving some kind of a reward instead of a trial. Slightly above where I was standing, sat Faeron and Renalla in a formal box. Behind them loitered a large number of dark elves in formal robes whom I didn’t recognize.
 
   Faeron had already started his speech, and I think we missed most of the introductions from the sound of it; but he was just getting to the meat of it, apparently.
 
   “Crown Princess Maya Talmin, daughter of King Faeron and Queen Renalla Talmin, you have been charged with the high crime of illegal assumption of the right of rule from your liege. How do you plead?”
 
   “Very much guilty as charged, my King,” Maya’s voice rang out clearly to the crowd.
 
   “Very well, by your own admission of guilt, I will hand down the sentence. Normally in these matters, this is an automatic and immediate sentence of death!”
 
   What the…? I couldn’t help myself, I tensed up and my hand automatically started for my hammer, but Ollis gently grabbed my arm and shook his head, and I saw Maya still smiling brightly in the arena below.
 
   Faeron continued, “However, in this instance, it appears there are extenuating circumstances that warrant the crown’s mercy. Those being that the prisoner did not seek the crown for personal gain; and by all accounts, it was believed that she was required to assume the throne. Additionally, the prisoner did, in fact, personally lead the rescue party that restored the crown to the proper King and Queen.” He paused for effect. “However, this is still a serious offense; therefore, punishment must be meted out. By the decision of the ruling counsel, I hereby strip you of the title of Crown Princess, and revoke any and all claim on future rule of our people.”
 
   I heard a number of surprised gasps from the crowd, and immediate murmurs and whispering, with most of them leaning toward this being a horrendous punishment. I would think it was still much better than death, but then I’m not a dark elf. Maya, on the other hand, just beamed more brightly and looked over at me and nodded. I leaned over to Ollis and asked him what was going on.
 
   He rubbed his grizzled chin and leaned back to whisper, “Alex, the short version is that it is a capital crime to accept the crown before the previous ruler is known to be dead or the crown passed down normally. In this case, they were assumed dead, even by the council, so Maya wasn’t at fault. But we’ve never had a case like this come up before; usually it’s the heir plotting a coup and it’s a pretty cut and dried case. To be honest, the council has been pulling out their hair and burning up the law books trying to figure out what to do. Plus, it is recognized that any punishment too severe will likely sour relations with Sky Raven forever. And don’t think that people didn’t take note of what you did for us to help break the siege. People are still talking about the fire tornado and that stone monster.”
 
   The King continued to speak, “You are relieved of all rank in the dark elf community; however, I am ordering that you will retain your citizenship and, of course, all family ties remain unaffected.” The crowd was pretty subdued throughout this entire event so far, but I could see they were waiting for the other shoe to drop, so-to-speak. “Speaking of family ties, I would like to take care of a bit of business since we are all gathered in this public forum. Sir Alex, are you present?”
 
   “Here, my King,” Ollis shouted.
 
   “Ah, there you are. If you wouldn’t mind stepping into the ring with my daughter.” If a King tells you to get into an arena with your lover, I guess you do it; so I walked over to the rail and vaulted it, easily jumping down into the arena. I didn’t bother to lighten the weight of my armor at all because I was still annoyed at this entire charade. The impact of my weight shook the place pretty good, and people looked at each other in consternation. I took my place by Maya’s side; and suddenly, without anyone touching them, the shackles that bound her dropped to the ground with a rattle of chains that made everyone in the arena draw in a breath. The forged metal became liquid, pooled, and then reformed into a metallic-hooded snake that lifted its head to the crowd, its eyes glittering like mirrors. The three guards who were supposed to be detaining her backed up slowly, the whites of their eyes showing their unease. Finally, I allowed the metal construct a last menacing hiss before it soaked harmlessly into the sand. 
 
   Faeron sighed, “Alex, next time, please uses the stairs. Herald, if you please…” 
 
   A brightly dressed, dark elf female strode forward and placed herself in the middle of the arena, calling out in a loud melodious voice, “Presenting Sir Alex Martin, Enchanter Wizard, Prince of the Nova, and Ruler of Sky Raven Fortress!” 
 
   Completing her introduction, she spun formally on her heel and left the ring in a big hurry, her eyes nervously scanning the sand floor. Maya reached over and grasped my hand with a smile, and Nia, who had been loitering on the outskirts of the crowd in case things got ugly, flew over and landed in her usual place on my shoulder. 
 
   Faeron continued, “Sir Alex, here, has decided to seek my permission to court my daughter, and he has passed all tests with top marks. Now, before I declare my approval, is there anyone who would like to challenge him in combat for her hand? Oh, by the way, before anyone steps forward, I would like to mention that Maya has also vowed never to marry anyone who cannot first defeat her in battle. So, any takers?”
 
   I unsheathed my war hammer and slammed it hard against my shield boss as I spun slowly, searching the crowd for an opponent. The sound reverberated throughout the arena, and by the time it had stopped echoing, you could have heard the proverbial pin drop anywhere in the place. Even the women and children froze in place.
 
   The King smiled, “I will take that as a no, so I hereby give Sir Alex permission…” Renalla grabbed her husband’s arm and was whispering urgently in his ear. His eyes widened at what she was saying, but he maintained a genial smile throughout. “Never mind, I take back what I said. As of right now, I hereby order you, Sir Alex, to marry my daughter under penalty of extremely pissed off parents-in-law. Do we understand each other?”
 
   “Perfectly, Sir!”
 
   “Excellent! Then we will be expecting wedding invitations soon.”
 
   Maya wrapped her arms around me again and kissed me right in front of the entire crowd. Amazingly, the crowd roared its approval as I quickly slung my shield and hammer across my back and scooped up my dark elf girl in my arms and tenderly carried her up the stairs and out of the arena. That’s one way to make a statement I guess.
 
   A few hours later, after a small party that Renalla set up–with a lot of food involved, people gathered to see us off. We were assembling at the front gate once again, Maya happily in her armor, the twins hovering awkwardly, and Nia all smiles perched on my shoulder, pleased that everything had turned out for the better. The only ones who weren’t happy were the druid girls. They were sitting around like someone had just kicked their puppy.
 
   “What’s wrong, you two? Don’t you want to go home?”
 
   “Of course we do,” sniffled Lin, “but we are going to miss this place.”
 
   “Ah, I see what’s really going on; you two are going to miss seeing Ryliss, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yeah,” they both said sadly.
 
   I looked up to see an odd sight coming down the road. Smiling to myself, I turned their heads so they could see what I saw. There was Ryliss, running down the main road with several backpacks and more scrolls than she could possibly carry. In fact, most of them fell onto the ground as she ran.
 
   “Wait for me!” she shouted, running up to us completely out of breath. “I was told you guys weren’t leaving ‘til tomorrow.”
 
   “Sorry, we need to get back to Sky Raven as soon as we can. It’s not safe having the key stones here.”
 
   “Ryliss, what are you doing here?” Julia demanded as she and Lin jumped to their feet.
 
   She smiled as best she could when out of breath. “Why, I’m coming with you, of course!” All three of them were suddenly bouncing around with glee and chattering nonstop. I walked over to Faeron; he grinned knowing what I was going to ask.
 
   “Ollis called in a favor; apparently, those three have grown into very close friends, and he made a very good argument about getting a scholar into the fortress itself. You know, for the history and secrets it might hold. But those three just being friends was good enough for me.” He chuckled and pulled Renalla close to his side. “To be honest, we started treating Ryliss like another daughter while Maya was away. But it seems now with the way everything turned out, that we will need to buckle down and work harder at producing another heir…strictly for the good of the kingdom, you understand.” My friend made a comically sad face, and his wife punched him playfully in the arm. Not knowing what to say, I cleared my throat awkwardly and attempted to change the subject.
 
   “We will take good care of Ryliss for you, and tell Ollis he’s free to visit anytime.”
 
   He smiled, “No doubt about that. But take care of yourself, too; I don’t want you dying on us now. Some of us here would like grandchildren someday.” We both laughed for a bit, and instantly the rapport that we always felt was back.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Our final goodbyes were interrupted when a freight wagon pulled up behind the group, pulled by a pair of mules. Driving it was Renalla’s father, the shaman and fire wizard, Mingt.
 
   Faeron merrily slapped me on the shoulder and chuckled, “Oh, I forgot to mention one thing. Now that you’re officially engaged, dark elf custom dictates that a family member chaperone be present until the wedding. Guess who volunteered?”
 
   “Sweet!” Ryliss exclaimed. “If we’re bringing a wagon, I can bring my siege bow and a lot more of my books!” With that, she dragged Lin and Julia swiftly away to grab more stuff.
 
   I looked at Maya, and she looked back at me in consternation. Through Winya’s link, I said, “Exactly when did I lose control of this situation?”
 
   She stared back at me with flirtatious eyes, sighed resignedly, and shrugged. “That’s not all you lost, Magic Boy. I was looking forward to teaching you how to hunt night marmot on the way back.” 
 
   I had no reply to that, absolutely none! Life is simply out to get me. And Winya snickering evilly in the back reaches of my mind didn’t help either.
 
   Ryliss finally returned, pushing a wheelbarrow full of books, with Lin hoisting the biggest bow I had ever seen and Jules carrying a bundle of six-foot arrows. Everything went into the back of the wagon, including the three girls and two dragons. Although Dawn did make a convincing case for riding on Somnus with me, Maya ruthlessly quashed that idea. 
 
   If the stallion thought the idea of keeping pace with donkeys was repugnant, he truly hated the concept when mules were involved. It was going to be a long, slow, excruciating trip.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Alex
 
   With the wagon slowing us down, it would take six full days to get back to Sky Raven. We could have made it easily in less than three with the Vakhas. I wasn’t happy about the delay in getting the key stones back to the fortress, but I had to admit I was enjoying the travel. Using our link through Winya, Maya and I caught up on everything that happened while we were apart; it was like having a very private conversation in the midst of a crowd.
 
   Maya’s grandfather was actually a lot of fun to have around, except for the obvious annoyance at bedtime, when he would pointedly drop his bedroll right in between where Maya and I had set up and promptly fall into a seemingly deep sleep. The first night I was tempted to lean over him and grab a kiss from my girl, but my mage sight showed me that he was a very, very light sleeper.
 
   Rosa, at least, was extremely happy that he was coming along with us; Hons and Alera were doing a great job, but both were still novices at being Primus. Rosa had been a virtual outsider among the other tower heads, so she never really absorbed the technique of leadership. Apparently, from what I gathered from her frustrated ranting, there are hundreds of questions that come up on a daily basis that require an immediate answer from the Headmaster. The old Headmaster made it all look easy because he had centuries of experience and a staff that handled the small stuff.
 
   The first day and night we were all busy getting a feel for the travel, but that next evening, Nia, Maya and I faced an obligation that we had dreaded; but in good conscience, we couldn’t put it off any longer. We needed to tell the twins about their mother.
 
   After supper that evening, Maya and I led them off a few hundred yards across the scrub flats to an area that Nia had scouted out. There was a fall off that led down into a large flat sandy washout next to a small clear-running stream. From up top, I dragged down a couple stubby logs to use as chairs, and we sat the girls down directly across from us, close enough we could reach out and touch them. The alarmed expression on the two dragon girls’ faces told me that they were concerned and nearly on the verge of panic.
 
   “Mistress, if we have offended you in some way or shirked our duties, we are truly sorry,” Dusk blurted out, exchanging bewildered glances with her sister.
 
   Maya reached out and patted their knees. “Relax, girls, you aren’t in any trouble.”
 
   I started, “This may be a difficult discussion; would you two feel more at ease in your true forms? There’s plenty of space here.”
 
   Dawn shifted uneasily, but smiled as she took stock of the sandy beach. “Well, if it wouldn’t make either of you uncomfortable, the sand does look wonderful.” 
 
   Maya shook her head. A few moments later, the log we were sitting on was entirely encircled by over seventy feet of silver-scaled dragon. Tails intertwined their huge bodies along either side of us. They bent their long necks out and around and gently lowered their heads to the sand in front of us waiting calmly. I felt a pang of sadness at how much the gesture reminded me of their mother’s last minutes. Unconsciously, Maya reached down and scratched under Dusk’s chin, probably thinking about the first time we met them in the stable at my foster parents’ home.
 
   Dusk closed her big eyes and purred, “I don’t know what it is, but there’s nothing like a good scratch under the chin. It’s just not the same in human form.
 
   Attempting to push sentiment aside, I sighed and just blurted out what was on my mind. “Girls, I have some bad news…your mother is dead. I am so very sorry.”
 
   “Our mother?” they said simultaneously.
 
   Nia and I retold the entire tale of our brush with the chimera; how their mother had sacrificed to hide her eggs, and what the Lifebane had done to her as a result. How in the end, she had spared our lives, dying herself in the process. I also relayed her last words and wishes.
 
   By the time we were finished, Nia, of course, was bawling uncontrollably on Maya’s shoulder, and Maya and I were both down on the sand each cradling a huge dragon head in our laps as large salty tears ran down our arms and sunk into the sand below.
 
   “Our mother was evil?” Dawn blubbered weakly.
 
   I stroked her head and tried to wipe some of the tears away. “Dawn, Dusk, the important thing to remember is that she loved you both with all of her heart. Sometimes the lines between good and evil are not always very clear. When I was growing up in Foalshead, my favorite books were adventures where the handsome knight in shining armor rode out alone to vanquish the evil dragon. There was usually a beautiful, swooning princess in there somewhere as well.” 
 
   I glanced over at my dark elf maiden. “Well, you’re certainly a beautiful princess, but not the swooning type, I suspect.” She gave me a rude gesture and continued to stroke Dusk’s head and neck. “The point is…I’ve come to see that the knight in shining armor isn’t always the hero of the story. To be fair, many times what others see as a monster is a far nobler creature than any paladin who has ever breathed.”
 
   “Thank you, Alex, you are very kind,” Dusk sniffled plaintively, and then broke down into more sobs, as Maya struggled to comfort her.
 
   I felt absolutely awful. “Girls, again, I am very sorry; and I understand if you are angry or disappointed in me. If there’s anything I can do to…”
 
   “Well, there is one teensy little thing,” Dawn interrupted, rolling her head more to the side so I could better scratch under her chin. 
 
   Maya stiffened and glared at her, growling, “Don’t even think about it young lady…err…dragon! It’s not going to happen! He’s mine and only mine!” 
 
   “Why, Mistress, I would never suggest anything improper,” Dawn said primly. “I was merely going to mention that Dusk and I are now truly orphans and so very alone in this big, cold, hostile world.”
 
   “You like it cold,” Nia pointed out, as she dried her own tears.
 
   “Ok, but it’s undeniably big and hostile,” the dragon huffed and continued, “Anyway, we were thinking it would be ever-so-nice if you and Maya adopted us like you have Nia.”
 
   “What?…huh? 
 
   “And you did promise our dying mother that you would take care of us,” Dusk added with a wet sniffle.
 
   I was momentarily stunned. All I could think to do was to look over at my dark elf. Maya just stared back at me and shrugged. But then a light of understanding came on behind those deep green eyes, and she smirked triumphantly. “You do realize girls that if we adopt you, Alex would become your father. That means you won’t be able to admire his body and chase wantonly after him like you have been doing; it just wouldn’t be right.”
 
   “Oh yes, Mistress, all inappropriate behavior toward Alex…err…our father, would cease immediately!” both dragons chimed back earnestly. 
 
   Maya paused, seemingly happy with the answer, but still harbored some suspicions. I could see the wheels turning in her pretty head. Apparently finding no good reason to object, she just looked at me and announced, “It looks like our family just got larger.” 
 
   The two dragons instantly turned back into human girls. Without even waiting for their clothes to reform on their bodies, they squealed in delight and flung themselves on Maya, kissing and hugging her until the three of them were all out of breath.
 
   “Thank you, Mom!” they giggled, and then disengaging while their dresses and shoes appeared, they came over and gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Father!” Both of them even gave Nia a polite little pat and called her “dearest sister.” When that was done, they looked at each other, laughed insanely and said something in a hissing language I didn’t even remotely understand. After that they hugged each other tightly, danced around a bit more, and then finally started settling down.
 
   Whew! I was speechless; that was not the ending I was expecting. Puzzled, shaken, and confused, I hooked Maya’s arm in my own and began heading back to camp. Looking back at them, I asked, “Are you girls coming?”
 
   Dusk answered shyly, “If it’s alright with you, Father, we would like to stay behind for a little while, change back, and take a nice sand bath on this lovely beach. We will rejoin you shortly, I promise.”
 
   “Um…sure, have fun.”
 
   Walking back with Maya’s head on my shoulder, I said, “That went well. Better than I expected…I think.” Then I heard Nia snickering, which rapidly turned into outright hysterics.
 
   “Alright, half-pint, spill it,” I growled impatiently. 
 
   “Mr. Alex, you’re a great guy, but totally clueless,” she giggled. “But then I can’t really blame you, they even had me going for a while there, and pixies are the ultimate tricksters. It went well alright…for them!”
 
   “What are you talking about, Nia? By the stars, I just told them their mother was dead! They’re probably in shock or something.”
 
   “More likely in shock that you gave them everything they wanted. It wouldn’t surprise me if they have a couple bottles of celebratory wine stashed in the underbrush back there.” The pixie chuckled, buzzing around under our noses.
 
   “Nia, what are you talking about?” Maya whispered, starting to get concerned.
 
   “You better sit down. Ok, dragon coursework 101. Dragons may sometimes look like humans, but dragons never think like humans. Their brain is totally wired differently. Alex, you thought we were telling them a heart-rending tale of a mother’s love and sacrifice; and how even though she was evil, her first thought was for her babies, and how sorry you were that you caused her death. You expected them to be unimaginatively sad, because that would be the human reaction to that kind of situation,” Nia paused and took a deep breath.
 
   “You have to remember–they never actually met their mother. They might possibly have been able to identify her by scent, but that’s pretty much it. You don’t get much information in a buried egg. But, Alex, what they heard from you was music to their ears; what they actually perceived was…our mother loved us {check}. Our mother was evil, but in the end she did the right thing by defying the Lifebane {check}. Our mother saved the life of one of the most important people in our lives {check}. Our mother was a hero {double check}! All is well in Dragonville.”
 
   “You’re saying they were faking all that sorrow?” Maya demanded.
 
   “More like they empathized with Alex’s emotions very, very well. Hell, I was crying, too, and I knew it was a scam. Of course, it’s impossible to prove. You do both remember that dragons are really, really smart, right?” Nia smirked. “Besides, Mr. Alex, you may be able to beat down a demon, but you’re helpless in the face of female tears…I learned that the first day I met you!” 
 
   I ignored the last jibe, focusing on the main mystery. “But why do they want to be our adopted daughters so badly?” I questioned, my mind still reeling. 
 
   “Wait,” Maya blustered, “if they think for one minute that just because they are my daughters they are going to get out of chores and their handmaiden responsibilities, I’ve got news for them!”
 
   “Getting warmer, Mom, but not quite there yet,” Nia said seriously. “They will continue to do those things because they love you, not because they are obligated to do them.
 
   “So why, then?” I pressed.
 
   “One, as your loving daughters, you just presented them the keys to the magic castle which is now their forever home. They’ll prowl around in the underground labyrinths beneath Sky Raven until they find the perfect secret grotto as far away from the lava flows as possible, and they will establish their nest and hoard. Silvers don’t care about gold, gems and treasure much, but they do enjoy gifts and little trinkets that hold memories for them, and many will keep a case or ten of good wine as well. As long as Sky Raven is manned and defended, they will never have to worry about guarding their stash. An additional bonus is that there will always be powerful wizards and great warriors drawn to the fortress, so the ready supply of potential mates is assured.”
 
   “Two, as royals, Dawn and Dusk will no longer be subject to being ordered around by your mother’s nebulia maidens; they can basically tell them to take a hike–a wonderful perk from their standpoint.”
 
   “And last, but not least…bacon!”
 
   “Bacon?” I repeated stupidly, not comprehending.
 
   “Do you remember when we found the girls at your parents’? How scrawny they were? Those two absolutely detest having to go pluck a goat off of a mountain and eat it raw. They would rather starve, and almost did, waiting for you two. My new sisters have developed quite a fondness for bacon. Sky Raven sits atop a major trade route, is close to human farms, and by now, has its own operational portal to most of the planet. Bacon and all the other delicious culinary wonders should always be readily available. All told, there are a lot of advantages from a dragon’s standpoint to being your daughters.”
 
   By this time, Maya and I were leaning on each other laughing; we had been jobbed alright. Maya caught her breath and chuckled.
 
   “Well, at least I got them to leave off chasing Alex out of the deal.”
 
   “Not really, Mom. They know that you two will be married soon and Alex will be permanently off the market, so-to-speak. Besides, it was all just harmless flirting; they are much too devoted to you to actually follow through with anything. So from their perspective, they gave up nothing and got a big return instead.”
 
   “Wow, an amazing analysis, Nia. Tell me again how you got to be such a smart pixie?” I teased. 
 
   “Well, Mr. Alex, I figure if I’m going to be the mother of my race someday, I need to work on that whole inscrutable wisdom thing. Speaking of wisdom…as your bodyguard, I think it would be wise if I flew a very wide perimeter sweep of the entire area, just to be on the safe side. I figure that will take me about fifteen minutes of kissy-face time to complete before I get back to this spot and have to take you back to Mingt.” 
 
   Something else was bothering me. “Hey, wait a minute. If you figured out I had no defense against women’s tears the day we met…”
 
   “Don’t say it! Believe me, you don’t want to know,” Nia interrupted, laughing sardonically. “Now do you want your alone time with Mom or not?”  
 
   She flew away on treacherous gossamer wings, and I reached for my dark elf sweetheart.
 
   By the end of the third day, we had fallen into a routine. Rise early, eat, break camp, travel until late afternoon, make camp, eat, talk, go to bed, repeat. At least, we had decent food for the journey, the dark elves had given us generous supplies of fresh food for the trip, and Maya, Nia and I did our best to make up for lost weight. 
 
   On the trail, the girls in the wagon chatted incessantly; the two dragons seemed to just fall into a trance of sorts unless they were part of the conversation. I began to suspect that Dawn and Dusk could sleep perfectly well with their eyes wide open, which was a good thing since the two of them insisted on standing watch all night while the rest of us slept.
 
   The oddest friendship that the trip sparked was between Mingt and Nia. She sat for hours on his shoulder while he drove the wagon, the two of them conversing in a language I didn’t identify. About once or twice a day if a particularly good target presented itself, Nia would fly out to a dead tree or rock pile and verify it wasn’t the home of a marmot or some truly innocent creature. If it was clear, she would zip back and Mingt would watch as she became the Combat Pixie and blasted the offending target into smithereens. Then the two of them would apparently critique the work, smiling and waving their hands expressively like old colleagues. 
 
   When the girls grew tired of talking–rare, but it did happen–they would occasionally change Ryliss into whatever animal form caught their fancy. The process was the same as they used to break Maya out of the dungeon. Then the two druids would copy that form and go for a run or fly. It wasn’t unusual to see our group flanked by greyhounds or over flown by painted hawks.
 
   Maya watched all this in fond amusement and commented through our link with Winya, “I don’t see how Ryliss manages that so easily. When Julia turned me into a rat, it was extremely disorienting, not to mention I may never be able to eat marmot again. She seems to pick up every form they throw at her without missing a step.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “I remember her from our old village; it’s a really odd memory because she was physically bigger than me then. Anyway, her nose was always in a book, not adventure books like I read, but history and travel accounts of other lands. It’s sad, but six months before we left to go live in Foalshead, her mother and baby brother both died in childbirth. Ryliss and Ollis both took it really hard. She was a nice lady, a terrible cook, but a nice lady. I was surprised Ollis agreed to let Ryliss out of his sight for this trip; she’s pretty much all he has left.” 
 
   Maya nodded. “There comes a time when parents need to let their children free to forge their own destinies. Before we left, my mother confided to me that she and my father were both heartsick the entire time I was in Xarparion. But somehow, they felt that was where I needed to be. Perhaps Ryliss needs to be with us now.” She paused and I felt a tinge of amusement transmit through. “Besides, Ollis will be just fine. He’s not that old, he’s best friends with the King; and once the Lifebane is defeated and peace restored, there will be a lot of beautiful dark elf widows seeking solace.”
 
   “Beautiful dark elf widows, you say?” I grinned, flashing a mischievous look in her direction.
 
   Maya gave me a flinty look and Winya broke in worriedly. “Alex! Don’t even joke about things like that! It riles the cat up something awful, and she’s been on edge as it is. Down, bad, bad kitty!” 
 
   I laughed out loud. “Well, Winya, at least I know how to get back at you for all those times you teased and made fun of me. All I have to do is think of other women.”
 
   Maya abruptly moved Kaima up against Somnus and reached over and grabbed the back of my neck. Bringing her emerald eyes in direct alignment with mine, she growled, “That would be very inadvisable, Magic Boy. I will repeat this one last time; you are mine and only mine! There are no other women!” With that rebuke still ringing in my head, she pulled me down further and roughly pressed her soft lips upon my own, her tongue tantalizing mine until I’m pretty sure I was seeing stars…oh yeah, those were her tattoos. This behavior eventually elicited a loud, irritated clearing of the throat from her grandfather in the trailing wagon. Maya withdrew, smiling lazily. “Is the cat happy now, Winya?”
 
   At the end of day four, we were about to start looking for a suitable campsite when Maya smelled smoke and, slipping off Kaima, put on her helm and ghosted out ahead of the party. A few minutes later she was back and reappeared in the middle of the road. Remounting effortlessly, she leaned around and called back to the wagon. “Nothing to worry about, it’s just the rest of our party around the next bend.”
 
   We approached, and with our high vantage points on the Vakhas, we could see a small camp set off the road about thirty paces. Two donkeys were munching grass contentedly a few yards away from where a single tent was set up. There was a small campfire smoldering in the center, with some logs drawn up for chairs. The donkey wagon sat still laden with metal off to one side.
 
   Maya looked inquisitively at me. We pulled up our horses about ten feet from the tent, and I called out, “Hello, the camp,” only to hear a muffled curse and some excited whispering coming from within.
 
   “Darroth, dark elves have excellent hearing, you remember,” Maya giggled. The front flap of the tent flew open and a flustered, shirtless Darroth roared out, taking great pains not to let us see into the tent.
 
   “What the…? You two should know better than to sneak up on people out in the wilderness! Why, I could have mistook you for bandits or something,” he groused nervously. He looked back and forth between Maya and me, then his eyes lit on the wagon full of people behind us all staring at him, and he really began to turn interesting colors.
 
   “Darroth, what are you still doing here? You should have been almost to Sky Raven by now; you had a huge head start.” 
 
   “Umm, well…umm…you see, Lady Gemma bruised the frog on one of her hooves and we were just giving her a couple days to heal up. These roads are brutal on tender jenny feet.”
 
   About that time, I could hear rustling from within the tent. It sounded like the back flap facing away from us was slowly being pulled back, and someone was attempting to sneak out. Maya heard it too, and she was gamely trying to cover her mouth to avoid giggling even more. 
 
   Suddenly, a dwarf appeared from the other side of the tent, as if just returning from a walk in the forest. Her long yellow braids were let down, and she had a decidedly disheveled appearance, as well as a sheepish grin on her face.
 
   “Oh, hello, Sir Alex! I’m glad to see you back, and this must be your girl, Maya, that I have heard so much about.”
 
   “Hello, Elsa,” I chuckled. “Yes, this is very much the love of my life, Maya.” I glanced at my dark elf, who shot me a delighted look and then looked down at Elsa and accepted a cordial handshake from the tall blonde dwarf. “Maya, only daughter of King Talmin, this is Princess Elsa of the dwarves, although she prefers to be called just Elsa.” 
 
   “That’s right, just Elsa.” She smiled at Maya. “I’m glad to see you and Alex have worked things out. I’ve never seen a man mope around the way he did at the capital. For a while there I wasn’t sure which was going to kill him first, the chimera or a broken heart.”
 
   Maya frowned and nodded. “That’s all behind us now, Elsa. If you don’t mind, we’ll join your camp for the night. We have more of our friends and family to introduce, too.”
 
   Introductions were made, and by the time the others had unpacked and attended to the animals, I had a decent supper going on the fire. Elsa had a thousand questions for the dark elves. I’m not sure she had ever met one of Maya’s people in person before when weapons weren’t involved. Equally interesting were the twins, but I got the impression she was a bit daunted yet and wanted to get to know them better. All this was left behind, however, as soon as the smells from my quick stew and grilled bread and meats started to fill the campsite. Elsa’s nose shot up in the air and she was practically on top of me trying to see what I was doing.
 
   “What’s that, Alex?”
 
   “Cheese.”
 
   “Hmm…any schrooms in it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good! What’s that?” She pointed.
 
   “Voskk stew.”
 
   “Any schrooms in it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good! Is that real bread?”
 
   “Yes, Elsa, it’s real bread made from grain.”
 
   “Hmphh. Now that’s a waste of good ale.”
 
   “You won’t think so after you try it,” I grinned, starting to plate up some of the food.
 
   Meanwhile, everyone else around the campfire was watching in amazement. Darroth watched their faces and spread his hands in a placating gesture and smiled. “You’ll have to forgive Elsa, she doesn’t get out much.”
 
   As the evening wore on, everyone loosened up and once again we were a cohesive, happy group. As usual, Lin, Julia, and Ryliss insisted on checking over the animals, while the twins cleaned up after dinner. Lin came sauntering back and strolled up to Darroth with a gleam of mischief in her eyes.
 
   “Darroth, you’ll be happy to know that Lady Gemma and Miss Clara like you very much now, especially since you didn’t sell them off for stew meat at the dwarf capital. You seem to have really bonded with them, I’m very impressed.”
 
   “Well, you know, it just takes a firm but gentle hand…but…wow, isn’t that a bright moon out tonight,” he said evasively, pointing dramatically up into the sky.
 
   Lin snickered. “But you didn’t have to stop on Gemma’s account. She says there was never anything wrong with her feet, or Clara’s, either.”
 
   Darroth’s gaze slid guiltily across the camp ring to Elsa, whose eyebrows began to rise suspiciously. “Umm…well, it sure looked inflamed to me.”
 
   “Ahuh…well, she says to tell you that they appreciated the long break anyway, even if you did ignore them shamelessly and spend all your time in the tent.”
 
   Darroth coughed and tried to loosen his collar. “Well…umm…I need a drink, anyone for ale?” With that he leaped up and practically ran off into the darkness. A few seconds later, I heard the lid pop off of the keg attached to the donkey cart.
 
   Elsa got up and favored each of us with a prim smile, but her eyes were glittering dangerously. “Well, thank you all for a lovely evening, but you’ll have to excuse me; I need to go check on Darroth. I would be heartbroken if something awful happened to him–like he happened to drown in that ale keg!” I tried to ignore the muffled blows that followed thereafter in the darkness.
 
   Another day’s travel and we would be within a day of our return to Sky Raven.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Ryliss
 
   “Is this great or what?” Lin screamed excitedly into the cold air rushing by. Of course, she wasn’t speaking common, elf or any spoken word. It sounded more like ‘wee-aaaaaaa’ and was accentuated by a wing dip followed by a fancy roll. The white tips of her wing feathers splayed slightly, catching the afternoon light. We were on another of our little field trips away from the boredom of riding in the wagon.
 
   I’m flying, and I’m not sure if I should be afraid or just give in to the wonder of it all. Strangely, even though we three are almost two miles in the air, I feel totally at home, peaceful even. Right now we are just coasting gently on some high thermals and making lazy circles in the sky.
 
   “Look, there’s Sky Raven!” Jules said, a little behind and below me. Of course, with the expanded field of vision that came with this body, I could still see her perfectly. Jules was a beautiful blue- and white-tinted Fenorian eagle, as were we all at the moment. Beyond where her head inclined, in the distance I caught sight of a storybook palace. My vision immediately locked onto the sight and sharpened into clear focus. My breath caught in my throat briefly, I had seen an ancient sketch of this place in a dusty old tome in the library, although it wasn’t named. I was sure that sketch was nearly two thousand years old, and yet here it was; and even from this distance, it sparkled like new. 
 
   The river that roared down the front walls and peeled off into two directions sent up geysers of steam into the sky, shrouding the place in an eerie fog. Farther back from the main walls appeared to be a small town of wooden and stone buildings. And beyond that even, backed up against the top of the mountain was a spectacular blue and white keep. I would have liked to study the fortress some more, but my companions were already turning away, gliding in another direction.
 
   I grinned; I would get to see the place up close by tomorrow evening. I had to admit I was nervous about what kind of reception a dark elf would receive at a castle full of human wizards, but Jules said not to worry. My life has changed so much in these past few exhilarating days. My usual routine of library chores, weapons training and studying was totally disrupted by the arrival of the druids, now my friends. ‘Friends’, that sounds so strange to the tongue, especially friends who are human girls. I don’t have many friends, as many younger dark elves consider reading a worthless endeavor.
 
   Most humans hate dark elves, and looking at the history of the interaction of our peoples strictly from a scholar’s standpoint, I can’t completely blame them. When our elders agreed or were tricked into serving Duke Pharmon, it did put us into conflict with nearly all the other races of our world. Since then, our joint histories have been written in spilled blood. I have a small measure of hope that that is over now and once the Lifebane is defeated, we can all live in some form of peace.
 
   I know that King Faeron and Queen Renalla plan to make it so. It appears they will receive lots of support from Sir Alex, Maya, and Sky Raven; perhaps even the dwarves will come around someday. 
 
   “Ryliss, this way!” Lin flight called and veered away. I would have laughed out loud in exhilaration as I followed my friends, but I lacked the vocal cords for it.
 
   I am surprised at how readily I have been accepted into our travelling group. The only individual who seems uncomfortable at all is Elsa the dwarf Princess, and even she seems to be making a special effort to fit in. Sir Alex, of course, always seems to go out of his way to be kind and make sure everyone is happy. As a scholar, it’s hard to believe Lin’s and Julia’s story about him being the son of star people. Part of the reason I begged my father to allow me to go on this trip was so I could meet and study Alex’s parents in person.
 
   Chuckling, I thought back to all the arguments I had with my father just to be allowed to visit some of the nearby villages to do basic research. Yet here I am, on the adventure of a lifetime, and all with the blessings of my father and the King of our people as well! Of course, I had listened in shamelessly while the two of them discussed the trip, my age, maturity level, and general unhealthy knack for getting into trouble. In the end, the only thing that really mattered to them was that I would be watched over by Sir Alex. I found this beyond strange; dark elf fathers guard their daughters like gold and here both men were happy, almost giddy, to give Maya and me over to his care.
 
   During the first few days of the trip, I began to see some of what my father saw in him. He really doesn’t act like a prince; at least, none of the ones I’ve read about. He’s not overbearing, vain or self-important. In fact, he seems happiest when he’s not the center of attention. These past nights around the campfire he and Nia do all the cooking while the rest of us wrap ourselves in blankets around the fire, visit, tell stories, make jokes, and enjoy the company. 
 
   Watching Maya, out of her armor and dressed casually, her eyes never stray far from Alex, and every time he glances in her direction, he invariably smiles and she lights up and becomes even more beautiful. I know I have no right to feel this way, but I can almost see Maya as the older sister I never had. I guess some of Alex’s good nature has rubbed off on everyone.
 
   Maya is an enigma of sorts to me. Don’t get me wrong, I am very grateful that King Faeron and Queen Renalla have been restored to the throne. But a very small part of me is saddened for our people that Maya will never be our real queen. The news of her bravery, passion, and ferocity in the arena reminded me of the old elf sonnets of our race. In the past times of heroes, dark elf Queens could so inflame the warriors with their beauty and grace that each was the equal of twenty foes in battle with each warrior laying down his life gladly for the opportunity to die in glory at his Queen’s feet. I think that Maya would have made a magnificent Queen of old. But every evening at the campfire, she transforms away from the fierce warrior maid and becomes just a laughing young elf woman obviously deeply in love with the young knight preparing supper.
 
   Nia is very different from the other pixies that I met as a child. She’s smart, funny, and totally devoted to Alex and Maya. According to the girls, she is a powerful wizard as well–good! It gives me something more to put on my research ‘to do’ list. Maya’s grandfather Mingt I have known all my life. The two dwarves are nice enough to me, and have been very patient with all my questions. Elsa, being a Princess, appears to have received a more complete education in dwarf histories. But Darroth has travelled and experienced more of the real world, so both are fascinating, if not a little grumpy at times. I’m no expert, but I’m pretty sure they are a serious couple now, at least judging by the good-natured bickering. Nia claims that is entirely normal and healthy for dwarves.
 
   The twins, as most of the group calls them collectively, are not what I expected from dragons. We were always taught that dragons were horrible rampaging beasts that lived to slaughter whole villages. You have to go pretty far back in the books to find any references to ‘good dragons’ but apparently they were once common and their company even enjoyed by my people. 
 
   Dawn and Dusk seem to genuinely like Lin and Jules. I found out that they spent a good deal of time together at Xarparion; the druids teaching the dragons how to be human girls. As I have been included in the druid’s group, they have been very accepting of me as well. I study them and make notes frequently, but they don’t seem to mind. Their human speech and mannerisms are very good; and in casual company with them, like around the campfire, it’s easy to forget what they are sometimes. At other moments, like when Darroth tells a bawdy joke, you can see them pause slightly, as if to review what the proper reaction should be to the situation. They are extremely intelligent and have even asked me to coach them on getting their dark elf personas perfected. Currently, they can look like a dark elf, but their mannerisms and speech inflections are still purely human. 
 
   “Hey, are you going to scholarly daydream all day or what?” The eagle to my right, Lin, complained. Looking down, I could see the vast patchwork quilt of forests, meadows and hills below us. I could perceive greens, browns and other colors in this eagle form that I could never explain properly to anyone who hasn’t experienced it. The road we had been travelling on for days looked like a fine white thread, haphazardly laid across the quilt. Just off the road beneath us was a huge, elongated bowl valley. Farm fields and settlements dotted its surface, as well as two small towns. I assumed this was Belrothe’s lands and people. It appeared that the area cleared was much larger than the acres actually in production, so I would have to conclude that the farming business has not been very good of late. Bel’s valley was nestled between an escarpment on one side and rolling hills on the other. On the opposite side of the high escarpment walls were more hills, eventually blending naturally into scattered forests and meadows. Quite a ways farther out, at the outer range of what I could see, loomed a deep, dark, solidly forested region. 
 
   Eagle eyes are designed to track movement, and right now I was automatically drawn to a spot not far on the other side of the escarpment from Bel’s valley. From here it appeared tiny, but I realized from this height, the billowing clouds of smoke had to mean a large fire was burning in the forests. The prevailing winds were blowing away from the valley, but even so, it was starting to cause a smoke haze over a large stretch of territory.
 
   My companions had seen it as well, and as one, we all pitched down slightly and began a descent. In just a couple minutes, we had lost perhaps fifty percent of our altitude and coasted quite a ways from our road, and even past Belrothe’s valley. We were still a mile or more in the air when we started to corkscrew down to get a better look.
 
   “Forest fire?” I asked.
 
   Lin tossed her feathered head irritably. “Yes, but not a natural one. I see outriders with torches on the upwind side. I’d say it’s a game drive.”
 
   “What is a game drive?”
 
   “That’s where you have a large group of hunters who spread out and drive their prey out of cover so that they can be easily killed. I don’t have a problem with hunting; it’s part of life. But using fire to drive animals is wrong. In addition to the game animals that die, the fire kills a lot of small non-game animals too; it brings indiscriminate death to the forest.” 
 
   Losing even more altitude brought more of the scene into focus, although the smoke was beginning to be a problem. Below, a roughly eighty-acre forest of mixed pine and hardwood was blazing away; the pine trees were especially incendiary. Nearly half the trees were already burnt and crumbling, the line of fire racing through at an alarming rate. Pockets of glowing red and black littered the lifeless ground. Through breaks in the canopy, I occasionally caught glimpses of deer, elk and smaller animals racing away from the flames. Often they would stop, turn around as if to challenge the flames, but then end up turning to flee again.
 
   Julia abruptly squawked, and without a word, tilted into a deep dive.
 
   “Oh crap!” Lin said fearfully. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “She’s gone all earth goddess again. Come on, we have to catch her.” Pausing, she screeched, “Goblins…I hate goblins!”
 
   Jules was pointed like a blue-feathered arrow at a small clearing in the middle of the trees, two hundred yards or so from the leading edge of the flames. Not far behind the clearing was the back edge of the game drive and we could see deer racing out into the open, only to be shot down by the outriders. Glancing in their direction, I saw goblins on wild tusker boars cheering and leaping off their mounts with long wicked knives to finish off the struggling animals.
 
   “Jules, come back…what are you doing?” Lin screamed. Jules ignored us and headed even lower. I looked to Lin for an explanation. “She gets this way sometimes. The forest is in agony and she answers the call. It’s like she becomes the embodiment of the rage the trees feel and channels it…becomes a weapon.”
 
   “But where’s she going?” 
 
   “It looks like that clearing. She probably needs contact with the actual earth to cast whatever spell she’s gonna do. I just hope I can keep the goblins off her until she finishes.” 
 
   I banked cautiously to the right to avoid a smoke plume. “What about Reggie?”
 
   Lin spread the tips of her wing feathers which increased drag. “I’m pretty sure that with all the flying and the distance we are from the wagons, we left him in the dust. He’ll probably be able to sense her as soon as she’s on the ground, but it will take him some time to get here.”
 
   “What can I do to help?”
 
   “Not much. Sorry, I don’t have the power to change you back to an elf anyway, that’s all Jules. Just keep tabs on us from overhead and let me know if a large group is headed our way.”
 
   By this time, Julia had landed in the low grasses and changed into a human girl. I watched as she raised her hands, and it looked like her feet rooted into the ground like a tree, directly into the soil. Her eyes took on a whitish hue, and she entered a trance-like state. Static electricity crackled between her outstretched fingers. Almost immediately, the air grew heavier; I think I even dropped a few feet in altitude without warning. The sun, which had been entirely strong and clear, became haloed and misty as if clouds were forming directly over our heads. The mists became small puffs of clouds, gaining strength and acquiring purplish edges. If I could have shaken my head, I would have. Even with my enhanced vision, it looked like everything speeded up, the clouds rolling forward and becoming thunderheads in almost the blink of an eye.
 
   On the ground below, Lin touched down and immediately changed into a very large winter wolf, which whined and prowled restlessly around Julia’s frozen, oblivious form. Deer, rabbits, and other small animals raced haphazardly through the clearing, still trying to escape the approaching flames.
 
   Above, the sky continued to darken to black, not just overhead covering the burning forest, but jet black, horizon to horizon as Julia unconsciously continued to pour heavy amounts of power into her spell. My excellent peripheral vision noted that electrical discharges were beginning to flicker sideways through the cloud banks as a few really big water drops began to hit the upper leaves of the trees that I circled above. 
 
   Jules began to chant and the sound reached all the way up to me, even over the roar and crackle of the fire. Unfortunately, it appeared that others could hear her as well, as my eyes started to pick up shadowy movements gliding counter to the fleeing animals through the trees. Lin saw them, too, and I could see the hackles and back hair rise on the coat of the white wolf, as she stared down the intruders.
 
   With a clap of thunder, the clouds opened up in earnest, and rain began to pelt down. I lost all hope of any lift under my wings and had to flap just to stay airborne. I finally gave up and landed in the top of a tall pine tree just above my friends. Latching on with my talons, I struggled to stay upright. Below me, I could hear the snarls of an enraged wolf and looking down; I could see Lin fighting savagely with two sword-wielding goblins, with Julia still standing stock still as if frozen.
 
   A wave of nausea and helplessness swept over me. My friends were fighting and probably about to die down there, and I was stuck as a soaked bird unable to help them. It wasn’t fair, dammit! More goblins burst into the clearing; these carried clubs and had nets. Lin had managed to dispatch the original two; they were bloody messes on the ground. Launching herself at the new attackers, Lin ripped into them, sailing past a couple that deftly avoided her charge to grab onto the throat of one not so lucky. Unfortunately, the two she missed brought heavy clubs down across her back and hind leg, and I heard the snap of bone as she yelped and went down heavily on her side. More goblins rushed in and threw nets over the wounded druid, entangling her further with every thrashing movement. Then they started beating her with their clubs, and her howls of rage became whimpers of despair as she was losing the battle to stay conscious.
 
   I could stomach no more. I released my talons from the slippery branches and started an uncontrolled drop, sliding down, bough to bough, my brain in a fog. My dark elf training was telling me to fight, but my rational mind was saying I was only going to accomplish dying alongside my friends. Well, so be it then; I would die fighting. I hit the ground. 
 
   I was so focused that it took me several seconds to realize that bare feet with toes landed in the fresh mud beneath the tree rather than talons; boots forming shortly afterwards. The goblins seemed to be just as shocked to see a dark elf drop into their midst as I was to feel hands and feet again. My father didn’t raise me to be either slow or stupid; reaching down, I picked up one of the dead goblins’ poorly made swords and faced the enemy.
 
   The sword was off balance and none too sharp, probably a human-made conscript’s weapon originally, but the point was sharp enough to rip out the throat of a goblin. These were all forest goblins, clad in rough weave clothes, little to no armor and even less brainpower, but there were more than a handful here and I could hear even more crashing through the underbrush in our direction. Standing over Lin, I used my longer arms to keep them at bay, my blade flicking out to score some damage. The rain constantly running in my eyes made it difficult for me to see everything that was going on. For their part, the goblins’ broad green faces grinned back at me as they just strove to keep me rooted to this spot, probably waiting for more of their ilk to show up with bows to finish me off. We danced like this for several minutes, the squat little bastards staying just out of reach.
 
   With a last clap of thunder, the nearby fire line gave it up and sizzled to a smoldering stop, not a hundred paces from where we fought. A few seconds later, the rains slackened, and Jules finally broke her trance with a moan as she slid senselessly to the ground, joining Lin.
 
   My situation was going nowhere. I couldn’t charge the group without leaving Lin and Jules defenseless; and if I stayed put, more goblins would continue to show up and eventually I would be overwhelmed. For the second time in as many minutes, I contemplated a demise suitable for a dark elf warrior, but I conceded that a real warrior probably wouldn’t have gotten themselves into this mess. 
 
   Uneasily, I heard the goblins’ guttural language being shouted from a distance and the grins got bigger on the louts in front of me as they kept me off guard and encircled. Finally, a larger, more decorated, really ugly goblin stepped out of the brush carrying a short bow and a quiver of black evil-looking arrows. He paused to bask in the adulation of the others as he selected an arrow, chuckled, and started to nock it.
 
   He had pulled the string back no more than a couple inches when I heard a roar that seemed to rattle the ground we were standing on, and the big goblin was gone in a flash of black fur and claws. Standing over his body was a red-eyed monster of a black puma. A dozen or more arrows were sticking out of its body, but its teeth and claws still dripped with fresh goblin blood. With another rippling scream, it lunged at the goblins surrounding me, and several of the fools thought that I was the lesser threat and turned their backs to me. I may be a scholar but I am still a dark elf; their bodies slumped to the ground as one. Caught between me and the great cat, the goblins were confused and in disarray; and hurting either Lin or Julia was the last thing on their paltry minds. I took advantage of that and ranged out farther to kill several others. The puma meanwhile, slashed across the face of another goblin with its twelve inch razor paws and bit down on a second, crushing its throat, before settling to the ground with a soft moan. I could tell the cat was dying; the blood seeping out of all the arrow wounds spoke of eminent collapse. The puma down, several of the surviving goblins ran over with the intention of bludgeoning it with their clubs, but a voice inside me wouldn’t let me allow them to dishonor such a warrior. 
 
   With a roar of challenge of my own, I stepped in front of the advancing last three. Lashing out with a foot, I caught one of them in the stomach and sent him sprawling. The other two attempted to coordinate their attack, one chopping high and the other low, but I managed to dodge the first club and take out the eye of the wielder with the point of my sword. The second club impacted on my shin and dropped me, but I grabbed the front of his tunic and tossed him over me as I was falling. He landed just inches away from the puma that was laboring to breath. I’m not sure if it was just reflex or battle rage, but the cat’s front paw snapped over the goblin’s neck and curled, raking deep gouges that brought dark blood burbling up under its foot. The last goblin that I had kicked was still writhing on the ground with broken ribs when I slid my blade into its throat. 
 
   With a feeble groan, the puma leaned up on its front paws and stared at me for a second. It was as if I was being given instructions, a message that my conscious mind couldn’t decipher; but somewhere deep down, it was understood. Satisfied, the huge black head slumped back to the ground, shuddered, closed its eyes, and went forever still.
 
   Covered in goblin blood, I canted my head for a few seconds listening. I couldn’t detect any other sounds of approaching foes, just the occasional deer or bunny returning to their home. The forest was eerily quiet as I hobbled wearily over to the girls and started pulling the netting off Lin’s wolf body. She was bloody and broken, but her furry chest still rose and fell with some wheezing difficulty. Jules stirred slightly and her blue eyes opened, still unfocused, as she tried to sit up, failed and flopped back down. 
 
   Casting around, I found some hot coals still smoldering under a downed log and brought them over to start a small campfire. One of the dead goblins had a serviceable knife and a water skin that wasn’t too disgusting, which I confiscated. Following the sounds of painful cries, I found a large hare that had broken its legs trying to vault over a brush pile in its haste to escape the fire. Ending its suffering, I skinned it and placed the meat over sticks near the fire. 
 
   About that time, Reggie erupted out of the ground and stood motionless near Julia. Not knowing what to say, I just blurted out the truth. “Julia is just sleeping from overextending herself. She’ll be fine in a little while.” 
 
   The rock manifestation simply grated together a few inches in an approximation of a nod of agreement and remained on guard. I took the water skin and walked out farther to try and find a spring or stream. Dark elves have a keen sense of smell, and even with the smoke stench from the fire, I found a small upwelling of clear water at the bottom of a small swale. Circling back, I skirted the edge of the forest where the goblins had been waiting for the animals to leave the forest and I found them all dead, torn to pieces by a huge cat. Even their tusker mounts were savagely slaughtered.
 
   Returning to my friends, I woke Julia up and made her drink some water. After turning the rabbit on the sticks, I started to work on Lin. By now, she had reverted back to her human girl form, but she was still laying in the fetal position, obviously in pain, but still unconscious. The sound of Lin’s moans jolted Julia back to her old self.
 
   “By the stars, Ryliss; what happened?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?” I gave her the quick version while handing her some rabbit on a stick. “Eat. You need to regain some strength to heal Lin.”
 
   An hour later, both girls were awake and sitting disconsolately on a felled tree trunk. Lin was largely healed but still weak and way quieter than normal. Jules was better, but the concern for Lin still showed in her eyes. Getting up, Julia walked over to my side where I was sadly examining the great cat that had died saving my life. 
 
   “Do you know what kind of cat that is, Ryliss?” Julia asked quietly.
 
   “A Jag’uri puma. It’s also my spirit animal,” I replied painfully, almost feeling like a part of me had died, too.
 
   “Do you see anything else?”
 
   “Just a brave noble creature that I can never repay.Why, what else is there?”
 
   Julia smiled sadly. “She was lactating. That means she has a cub nearby; we need to find it.”
 
   “Don’t you have some druid thing you can do?”
 
   Jules shook her brown curls from side to side. “I think I might have overdone it already today. If you want to fly home today with the rest of us, I better save it. It was a good thing Lin somehow managed to transform you back into dark elf super girl before she passed out or we might all be dead. I don’t know how she managed to break my spell; I didn’t think she had enough power to do that.”
 
   “Lin was already unconscious when I changed back; I thought you did it.”
 
   “I don’t think so, I was completely focused on the rain. Hmmm, interesting,” Jules said in wonderment, her elbow on her chest and her hand under her chin. “Anyway, you better see if that cub wants to be found. Jag’uri takes secretive to a whole new level; if it doesn’t want to be found, you’ll never find it…even a small cub.”
 
   She went back and sat with Lin to rest. Taking my battered captured sword with me, I left them still huddled around the fire with Reggie looming over them protectively. 
 
   I took a deep breath and cleared my mind, just letting my feet take me in any direction they pointed. There were still some faint tendrils of smoke rising above the charred forest floor as I walked along the edge between recently scorched and still green living land. If nothing else, there might be wounded animals to attend. My ears registered the small rustlings of creatures in the undergrowth, so some life was gratefully returning.
 
   All dark elves spend a lot of time in the forests. Our personal comfort levels are intimately tied to the trees, shrubs, and grasses, and it’s literally our life’s blood. But I was always different; I felt a closer connection to books than the land. Most girls my age were either contemplating marriage or halfway through their warrior training. I was neither. Oh, my father spared no effort to train me to fight as a dark elf warrior, but it was never a true love of mine. Metal weapons like the one in my hand made me itch, which is why I gravitated to the shaped polished wood structure of bows. My hand was itching horribly now, so feeling the danger was past, I cast the ugly sword far away into the burnt zone. 
 
   The metal gone, I felt an inrushing of the forest presence that took my breath away, like a blindfold had been lifted from my eyes. Suddenly, the bumblebees in the air around me had a palatable life force that I could see and hear. The sunshine filtering lazily through the tree canopy had a taste. The colors of tree boughs and bark had a smell I could discern from a distance. All combined were nurturing elements to my mind and soul. This is what I had been missing in life, but why was I experiencing it now?
 
   Confused and a little terrified, I stopped and closed my eyes. Instead of restricting the rush of new feelings, it intensified it. My sense of smell registered not just the smoke of the fire, but the rainwater dripping from leaves and the sharp acidic tang of white-footed mice in the grass. It was like eagle vision of the nose, and I loved it. I wanted to soak it all in, roll in it, luxuriate in it. Dig my claws into the soft fragrant soil and feel the coolness on the pads of my feet.
 
   Wait…claws? Pads? Disoriented, I dropped to my knees and slowly toppled over on my back in the wet grass. Something told me to lie still and concentrate on taking slow, even breaths. I think I dozed off for a little while, because when I opened my eyes again, I was not alone. A large black kitten was tucked under my arm, its back pressed against my side, sleeping peacefully.
 
   I sat up slowly in measured increments, finally resting on my elbows. The cat woke up and swiveled its face to look into mine, crystalline blue orbs meeting my eyes and drawing them down into their depths. She uttered a crackling little ‘rawr’ noise.
 
   “Naurakka,” I whispered, the name coming to me instantly. The blue eyes blinked, and I felt her understanding and tacit approval.
 
   “Come on, little one, we have a lot of life ahead of us.” 
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   The afternoon of our last full day on the trail was more than half gone and we were all worried. Instead of looking ahead to finding a good campsite, we were scanning the empty skies. Lin, Julia and Ryliss had changed into eagles and taken off right after midday and still weren’t back. In the meantime, a rainstorm darkened the entire sky and swept through, drenching the party. Fifteen minutes of downpour, and then the rain and black clouds lifted and dispersed as if they had never been.
 
   “That was not a natural storm,” Maya muttered under her breath, and Dawn and Dusk nodded their agreement as we all waited out the storm and watched for signs of the girls. After the rain stopped, we resumed our travel; an hour stretched into two before I called a halt at a likely-looking spot to camp. Maya had just sent the twins up into the air to look for our missing companions. The dwarves, Mingt, and I hurriedly unhitched the teams and unloaded the gear. The dragons weren’t gone more than fifteen minutes before the two sleek silvers descended back to the ground at the edge of camp and instantly reverted back into their human forms.
 
   “We saw them and they aren’t far,” Dusk reported. “They’re flying low, just over the tree tops for some reason, and one of them is carrying something in a sack.
 
   A few minutes later, three large blue-toned eagles dropped into camp, the spreading and braking actions of their wings causing the campfire to flutter madly and throw cinders high into the air. Jules reformed first, quickly revoking the spell that held Ryliss in bird form. The dark elf girl appeared, still holding onto the ragged bundle she had been carrying in her talons. Lin brought up the rear, and even in her human form looked half dead. Trouble was etched all over their young faces.
 
   I put some herb tea on to boil while Nia and I prepared supper. Everyone else surrounded the girls and peppered them with questions. Startled, whatever was in the sack squirmed out of Ryliss’s grasp and poured like an inky liquid out on the ground…a large black kitten of some sort? The hair on its back rose instinctively, and it began to hiss angrily at the group, curling itself between Ryliss’s legs for protection. The dark elf scholar bent down and picked it up, stroking it and murmuring reassurance all the while.
 
   “A Jag’uri puma!” Mingt announced shakily, backing up a couple steps. “I hope for all our sakes you didn’t just find the kitten and decide to bring it home. The mother will never rest until the cub is returned and those who took her are dead.”
 
   “The mother is dead,” Jules replied, motioning toward Ryliss. “She is its mother now.”
 
   The old shaman made a sign to ward off evil and shook his head. “In all my years, I have only painted four Jag’uri symbols on young people–two boys and two girls. The boys are dead; sadly, I’ve come to believe that the Jag’uri symbol is a virtual death sentence for males. It makes them feel invincible, empowered, and reckless; they live very brief but heroic lives.
 
   “And the girls?” Dawn queried.
 
   “For girls, it enhances their cunning, bravery, and sense of purpose. It makes them extremely formidable opponents, loving mates and devoted mothers. Oddly, both of those girls are in this very camp, Maya and Ryliss.” The old elf shook his head and sat down on a log, saying no more.
 
   “So what happened?” Elsa insisted.
 
   The three girls sat down wearily and told the story throughout dinner. I noticed that Lin was strangely quiet, almost morose; and as soon as the food was cleared away, she slipped out of camp carrying a small hand axe. In the distance, I heard wood being chopped briefly and then silence. I changed out of my armor into robes and started setting out our sleeping blankets.
 
   Maya grabbed me by the arm, and the look she gave me told me of her concern. “You need to go talk to her, Alex. I think she could use a big brother right now.” I enfolded her in my arms softly and nuzzled next to her pointed ear.
 
   “Not to complain, but this party is comprised mostly of women. Shouldn’t the big sister talks come into play once in a while?”
 
   Maya giggled and reached up to pat my cheek lovingly. “Oh, we do all the time, automatically under the noses of our clueless males. Just be grateful there are still a few indispensable chores we need to keep you around for.” With that, she headed back to the fire with an exaggerated swing of her lithe hips, a hysterical Nia on her shoulder. They got back just in time to join the current debate about how to feed the unweaned kitten. This was a discussion that had the effect of making the male members of the party very uncomfortable, and we all went our separate ways.
 
   I ventured out in the direction Lin had headed; a few minutes found me standing at the edge of a small mossy patch of ground, next to a deadfall of oak. There was Lin, clumsily going through some basic quarterstaff patterns with a rough-hewed branch that she had apparently just chopped out of the wood pile. 
 
   Stepping closer, I waited until she completed her pattern and then ventured, “What’s the matter, Lin?” Looking at her, this was not the girl I knew, normally outgoing, cocky as hell and full of mischief. No this girl was silent, grieving and had a general air of defeat. “Why the sudden interest in weapons training?”
 
   She didn’t answer, just looked back at me with dull eyes. Finally, I removed the staff from her hands and gently sat her down on a large, flat rock. I crouched down low so we were at eye level and reached out to tilt her chin back so she had to look at me. Suddenly, her blue eyes welled up, and with a desperate sob, she threw herself into my arms. Picking her up, I swiveled around and sat on the rock I had intended for her, resting her sideways on my lap, and letting her soak the lapels of my enchanter’s robe with her tears. After a few minutes, the bawling slowed down to mere sniffling and she started to speak, her voice catching, rising and falling with emotion.
 
   “I…I couldn’t protect her, Alex. Maya was right, just because I can become a wolf doesn’t mean I can fight like one. I nearly got both of us killed. If it wasn’t for Ryliss…well, I need to learn weapons! I need to get stronger! I’m pretty much a failure as a bodyguard and a druid.” She sniffled, “Do you think your mother could make me a stronger druid? Give me more magic? I’d gladly lose a few years of life or whatever it takes.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I interrupted. “The forest fire thing was in no way your fault, and Ryliss said you took out several goblins before she got out of the tree. In fact, she said that she wouldn’t have had a sword to fight with if it wasn’t for you. Lin, you are a very good, very capable druid. You’re just comparing yourself to Jules and that isn’t fair. Someone with her power level shows up maybe once in a thousand years or more. Judging by the size of the storm she conjured, Rosa says that when Jules reaches maturity, she’ll be able to affect whole continents! She’s that strong. In a few more years, she won’t need a bodyguard, nothing will touch her. But until then, it’s Reggie’s job to keep her safe.”
 
   “But then she won’t need me either, Alex,” she gritted painfully. “I love her so much, and I don’t know what to do!”
 
   “Lin, she will need you. She’ll need you more than ever because you have the most important job of all,” I said, patting her on the back gently.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “To be you, and to be there for her; mother, daughter, friend, or lovers, traveling whatever road your relationship takes you down. Jules will need your strength and love to keep her human. My master, Rosa, says that powerful druids learn to love the wild shape too much, and if they don’t have a powerful reason to return, sometimes they never do. They take an eagle’s wings or a wolf’s paws and are never seen again. You are that reason for Julia to always come home, and it’s an important job, because we all love her.”
 
   Lin hugged me fiercely, her face still buried in my robe front. “Do you really think so, Alex?”
 
   “Lin, my mother said so at that last meal at Sky Raven, don’t you remember?”
 
   “Yes, but I didn’t know what it really meant until now.” She sighed, burrowing in more.
 
   “Ok, are we good then, little sister?” I whispered, kissing her gently on the top of her messy blonde head.
 
   “Hmmm, I guess so. But you can hold me like this for a little while longer, though.” She snickered softly. “Surys back at Sky Raven is going to be so jealous when I tell her about this!” She leaned away from my chest and gave me a big leering grin.
 
   Laughing all the way back, we returned to the group. Lin holding onto my arm possessively and leaning her head on my shoulder. This, of course, raised a few eyebrows from Maya and Julia. With one last smoldering look, an extravagant blown kiss, and an insane giggle, Lin finally let go of me and scampered back to her astonished friends.
 
   We were all up early the next morning, anxious to finally make it back to our new home. The druids foraged out for some strange-looking purple berries, which they brought back before breakfast. But instead of making them part of our meal, they fed them to the donkeys and mules, explaining that they would have an energizing effect on the animals. This, paired with the better-maintained roads we found the closer we got to Sky Raven, made the miles fly by. 
 
   Soon we were cresting the ridge that had given us our first view of Sky Raven weeks before. Of course, we had to call a short break to wait for Elsa, Mingt and Ryliss to recover from what everyone called the ‘Sky Raven effect’; they all just stood there with their mouths open in a frozen ‘O’. Ryliss recovered first and, of course, whipped out a sketchpad and began drawing madly. Elsa was frozen solid in her tracks, and it took Darroth and a full tankard of ale to pry her free from the spot. 
 
   Moving once again, we approached until we could see sentries moving back and forth on top of the walls. Obviously, they spotted us as well and spread the word, because the huge main gates were starting to open before we even cleared the bridge.
 
   Dropping back, I noticed Ryliss looked nervous, her eyes shifting from the heavily-armed human guards who trooped out of the gate and took up honor positions along both sides, to the fortress itself. The walls from this position looked unimaginatively high and foreboding. She clutched her kitten almost defensively.
 
   “Sir Alex, are you sure Master Mingt and I shouldn’t stay outside until you make sure it’s ok to bring in dark elves?” she asked, her green eyes wide with apprehension.
 
   “It will be fine, Ryliss,” I said.
 
   “Oh, it will be better than fine,” Rosa’s voice cackled in my mind. “The worried young lady has a surprise in store for her.”
 
   Urging Somnus and Kaima forward, Maya and I crossed the threshold first. Captain Higs had a second honor guard arrayed on the inside lined up along the gatehouse walls, all in full salute.
 
   We happily slid off Somnus and Kaima, as our favorite stable boys appeared out of nowhere and led them off for a well-deserved rub down. Screeching like a mad woman all the way down from the keep, Rosa ran toward us and engulfed both of us in a huge black-robed hug. She was so excited she didn’t know who to kiss or talk to first, so she tried to do everything at once, in true Rosa fashion. I couldn’t believe how much I had missed her, and from the look on her face, Maya felt the same way; it was Rosa, and we were finally home.
 
   We moved aside a little to allow the heavy wagon entrance as it rolled into the courtyard. Dawn and Dusk stood up, and Dusk uttered a scream of delight and vaulted over the side. “Donalt! Oh, how I’ve missed you!” Dashing up she threw her arms around Higs and brought him down for a deep passionate kiss, which brought raucous cheers of encouragement from the assembled guardsmen.
 
   Maya and I looked at each other in profound confusion.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Donalt? By the stars, I didn’t know he had a first name!” my dark elf whispered, scandalized.
 
   “Apparently, that’s not all we didn’t know. And she’s the restrained one,” I commented, watching in awe as they continued their unabashed reunion. Finally, Higs looked up to see us watching them in amazement and his face turned a deep crimson red. Prying Dusk off of him, he presented himself to Maya and snapped to attention.
 
   “Sorry, Ma’am!”
 
   “Umm, not at all, Captain. Carry on…later, that is!” Maya stammered, still shocked.
 
   Meanwhile, our arrival had drawn the attention of most of the student body, and now they were pouring out of buildings and shops in droves to see us. Ryliss and Mingt stood up on top of the wagon and watched in complete bewilderment, their wide eyes and posture screaming that they had landed in an insane asylum, not a fortress. Almost all the younger earth wizard girls and fully half the similarly-aged healer girls were sporting curly silver locks and were wearing dusky purple blush on their faces!
 
   “It’s called the Maya,” a familiar voice intoned from behind us as Hons came up. “It started appearing right after you guys left, pretty much as soon as the earthie girls had some excess time and set up fashion parlors. It’s all the rage right now…Maya you should be honored, you have become the epitome of earthly beauty!” 
 
   “I…I don’t know what to say,” my girl blushed, clearly fascinated. By this time, there were a dozen or more male wizards with big smiles on their faces, vying for the right to help Ryliss down out of the wagon. Lin and Julia, of course, were so far beyond the word ‘excited’ that it appeared they would explode; hugging old friends, trying to introduce Ryliss, and just basking in all the notoriety. There was loud and raucous mayhem around the wagon, and the Jag’uri was starting to squirm precariously in Ryliss’s arms.
 
   I heard Hons snort derisively and sigh, “Well, I better break that up before it gets out of hand…say she’s really cute!” Maya and I just looked at each other in delight. With the situation apparently well in hand, we linked arms and started walking toward the keep; we had a valuable package to deliver. 
 
   “You two need to get cleaned up and out of your armor,” Rosa said, breaking in excitedly through our link. “The cook staff has been preparing food all day, and I have been keeping them apprised of your travel progress. Dinner will be served in the same dining room in the keep where we all met your parents. You have just enough time to bathe and change into some nice clothes. I’m sure your parents are anxious to see you, too.”
 
   “The cooks have been working all day, Rosa? They must be getting really creative with those magic box iron rations,” I snickered and felt Winya passing the conversation on to my dark elf as well. 
 
   “Oh, well…we have stopped using those now. Between the food we barter from Belrothe’s farmers and the new portal, we are getting supplies just like Xarparion did.”
 
   “It’s already fully functional? How did you accomplish that so fast?” 
 
   Rosa chuckled through the link. “Well, in truth, it certainly helps to have built them before, but having the personification of the universe’s magic on hand as a consultant doesn’t hurt either. Oh, Alex, I can’t wait to show it to you. This one is a variable destination portal; it can go to any one of the existing portals or it can even open to places that have no portal as long as the enchanter has a firm destination fixed in his/her mind…it’s so exciting!”
 
   “Wow, Rosa, you are amazing as always.”
 
   “I know, and don’t you ever forget it either, apprentice,” she cackled. “Well, I need to get Mingt settled in his new quarters and have all your companions cleaned up and ready for supper, so see you at supper shortly!” 
 
   Maya and I continued walking on up to the keep with a small group of children following in our wake like a small parade. They were plainly in awe of us in our armor. On the journey from the portal after the fall of Xarparion, I thought I had seen everyone before, but I didn’t recognize any of these young humans. I stopped and crouched low to talk to some of the closer ones, but they must have decided I was too big and daunting and veered away. However, when Maya went down on one knee and opened her arms invitingly, they practically mobbed her.
 
   “Hello, magic elf princess,” one cute curly-haired, red-headed girl said, leaning in to get a hug.
 
   “Why, hello and what is your name?”
 
   “My name is Dariah. We came through the funny magic door from Elcance to live here.”
 
   “Really?” Maya said, flashing one of her biggest smiles. “And do you miss your old home in Elcance, Dariah?” 
 
   The little girl got a very serious look on her face and shook her curly head. “No, we were only in Elcance for a couple of weeks. Our old village along the border had the bad creatures come and we had to run away. My father is a guard here now and my mother is a weaver.”
 
   “Oh, Alex, I forgot to mention we have been taking in a few refugees, too,” Rosa added calmly in my mind, and then Winya passed it on to my dark elf.
 
   Maya gave the little girl another hug and stood up, beaming at the child. “Welcome to Sky Raven, Dariah. I know you will be happy and safe here, and I hope I have a little girl who looks just like you someday.”
 
   Dariah giggled brightly and curtsied. After grabbing the hands of her friends, the lot of them raced off to find other adventures.
 
   “What? A pixie and two dragons; we’re not even married yet, and you’re already thinking about more children?” I teased.
 
   “Someday,” my dark elf shot back, giving my hand a firm squeeze. “Someday soon!” she amended with a saucy wink.
 
   Dawn and Dusk were waiting in our room at the top of the keep when we arrived. Scattered across the bed were a shirt and pants for me and a short, casual black dress for Maya. There was even a tiny black dress on the pillow for Nia.
 
   “Rosa has been busy again.” I grinned and the twins nodded as one.
 
   Dawn picked up my clothes and took me by the arm. “Please follow me, Father, and I will escort you across the hall where you can get ready in privacy. Then I will come right back to assist my capable sister Dusk in getting Maya and Nia ready.” All this was delivered with a sly smile and a nod to Maya.
 
   Alone, I cleaned up and got dressed in the vacant room across the hall. It was set up very differently from the room Maya and I shared. It had a smaller bed, a narrow table, and a lot more dressers. I loitered around as much as possible until I caught some noise occurring in the hallway and opened my door to see the girls walking out. Nia was fluttering around excitedly in her black dress, which I saw was decorated with tiny glittering sequins. The twins were wearing dark, silvery metallic versions of the dresses they originally wore when we first met them. And finally, Maya. Wow! She was wearing a simple, form-fitting black sheath that ended above her knees. Her dress was sequined as well and it looked like stars in a brilliant night sky. Her sliver curls accented beautifully by the dark of the dress. I stopped and stared, speechless for a few moments. Maya twirled seductively, which gave me a short pause; and then with a shy knowing smile, she took my arm and clung to it all the way down to dinner.
 
   As soon as we walked through the doorway into the dining room, I noticed the table was already filled with our friends. Darroth and Elsa were happily drinking ale; Lin, Jules and Ryliss were chatting amicably at the far end. Rosa and Mingt were in a deep discussion about magic theory. On the other side of the table sat Alera looking expectant and lovely, as well as Hons, who was fidgeting uncomfortably and looked out of place. Circulating around the table were some human women dressed in servant dresses, setting the dishes and filling wine glasses. The overwhelming odor of good food wafted in every time one of the women left the room to retrieve more. One of the place settings had a small table and chair set up, just pixie-sized. The two dragons moved around us and headed toward empty chairs, with Hons jumping up and courteously assisting them in getting seated.
 
   As Maya and I approached the table, my parents flashed into the room, and with a squeal of happiness, my mother enveloped both of us in a hug and a kiss. My father looked a little gloomy, but still gallantly kissed Maya on the cheek and shook my hand firmly.
 
   “Welcome home, son,” he rumbled.
 
   “Alex, I thought I would go mad when you were fighting that demon and the chimera!” My mother laughed nervously, her eyes tearing up as she ran her hand possessively across my jaw.” The more time I spend with you, the harder it gets to see you go into danger. But enough of an old woman’s concerns; you’re here and that’s what’s important. Now, why don’t you introduce us to your friends? Alera, sweetheart, you can rise.” 
 
   I glanced over to see Alera recovering from a deep formal bow with a nod and broad smile. 
 
   “Mother,” I said, “the first is Darroth, whom you’ve seen before but not met, and the second is Princess Elsa of the dwarves.” Both of them got up and bowed formally. Elsa’s eyes had gotten increasingly wider ever since Ranther and Oreale had materialized out of nowhere in the room. “Darroth, Elsa may I present my parents, the Nova. The next gentleman is a fire wizard, a revered shaman of his people, and Maya’s grandfather, Mingt.” He also rose and bowed graciously.
 
   “Welcome Wizard Mingt.” My mother smiled, her eyes turning white for a few seconds. “Your addition to the faculty of this school will be of immense value to future generations of fire wizards.”
 
   “But my Lady, I’m not sure how much time I have left; I am an old relic,” Mingt protested, but my mother just continued to smile and tilted her head slightly as if evaluating. “Your magic is far from depleted just yet, wizard. Teach your charges humility and wisdom and reclaim the honor that was once due fire mages, and you will have accomplished more in the last years of life than most wizards do in a span of a thousand. Do this and you will have our deepest gratitude.” Looking a little dazed, Mingt nodded reverently and sat down.
 
   “Mother,” I continued, “you know Dawn and Dusk, and Primus Alera. Sitting next to her is Primus Hons, whom I’m sure you’ve seen, as well.” Flustered, Hons got up and managed an adequate bow, and my mother nodded cordially. “And, of course, the troublemakers in the back are Lin and Julia with their new friend, Ryliss.
 
   My mother smirked slightly at the girls’ unabashed reaction to my calling them troublemakers. “Alex, are you trying to corner the market on druids? It was quite unusual for you to present two young druids last time, but now to bring me three; it’s most welcome and unexpected.”
 
   “Three…druids?” Lin and Julia both shrieked, standing up and sliding their chairs back as they looked at Ryliss in shock.
 
   “Mother, are you sure?” I questioned.
 
   “What, Alex? I know you only have eyes for Maya, but haven’t you ever looked at the young lady here?”
 
   I guess I hadn’t, not really. I have known Ryliss since my old village, and she never showed any sign of being a wizard. But then, neither had I until the pot incident. I concentrated on her now and I could see the magic. It was actually fairly strong, too; but it didn’t match Lin’s and Julia’s. “It doesn’t look exactly like druid magic to me,” I said dubiously.
 
   My mother patted me on the cheek and smiled. “That’s because Ryliss has a wild magic variant.”
 
   “Huh?” Lin blurted out and immediately covered her mouth in embarrassment, looking over at the stunned Ryliss, who looked positively stricken.
 
   “Ryliss has a strong power in animal forms, tree empathy and some healing abilities, as well. Basically, the entire druid field of disciplines that involve life, but she has almost no strengths with earth control or weather. Of course, she’s completely untrained at the moment; but with a little work, she would make an excellent forest guardian or questing druid.”
 
   “Majesty,” Ryliss stepped shakily away from the table and approached my mother. She folded into a formal bow, keeping her head hung low. “Majesty, I have heard you have the ability to remove a curse such as this. If I could beg a boon from you, I would swear to repay it in whatever manner you see fit.”
 
   “A curse?” I said in disbelief. “Ryliss, this isn’t a curse.”
 
   Ryliss shifted her gaze to me nervously. “Ah, Sir Alex, but it is! If my people ever found out I was a druid, my life would be over. You saw the way they treated Jules and Lin. If they could have found a way to keep them at the capital forever, they would have. I would be counted as a treasure of my people and stuck talking to trees the rest of my life!”
 
   “But you would be treated with reverence, like royalty.” 
 
   “Yeah, that worked out so well for Maya, didn’t it,” Ryliss whispered bitterly.
 
   By this time, my mother had walked over to Ryliss and drew her into a warm embrace that obviously startled the young dark elf. “Alex, is right my dear; you have been given a gift, not a curse. However, I can see how it might seem that way for you. I will not remove your power, that would be a shameful waste, and I can sense great things from you in the future.” She paused and turned the scholar’s shoulders around so she met her eyes fully. “What I will do is disguise your power so that no one can read your magic, not another wizard, not even Rosa with one of her magic orbs. No one will suspect you of being a wizard unless you openly display your abilities in front of them or you reveal it yourself. Will that satisfy you?”
 
   Ryliss looked a little uncomfortable, but nodded stiffly and bowed again. “You have my thanks, your Majesty,” she said and quickly retreated back to her chair. I used my mage sight on her and this time I could see nothing.
 
   My mother gave me a glance as if chiding me for doubting her. “Good. Well, if that’s all settled, I’m sure everyone is hungry.” 
 
   Dinner was over far too soon, and everyone seemed to be happy as they left, with the exception of my father. As we were walking out, he intercepted me and said in a low voice, “Alex, we need to talk.”
 
   Maya, picking up on the tone, looked at me, and after touching my arm in concern, whispered, “I promised Ryliss I would check in on her, and I want to do a quick review of the guards’ readiness.”
 
   I nodded and watched her leave, vaguely concerned about her walking around the fortress dressed like that, but I told myself she had Winya. My father led me into a small antechamber just off the throne room. There were two large chairs inside and not much else, but it was quiet and dimly lit with a glow orb.
 
   Sitting down heavily, my father ran his hand through his hair absently, gathering his thoughts. “Listen, son, I haven’t been entirely truthful with either you or your mother. The keystone does do what I told you; it will release the magic locked away from this world. But it does much more than that, too. The key can also be used to create new Nova, as well as destroy old ones. The simple act of touching it when it is in place would flood your body with power and transform you into a full Nova.
 
   “So I would be like you and mom, then?” 
 
   “I honestly don’t know what will happen. You might become a full Nova like the solitary males we told you about. You would have unimaginable power and you would never die.”
 
   “But it would be immortality at the cost of my friends. I take it I would outlive them entirely?” my voice dropping to almost a whisper in the stone-walled room.
 
   Father nodded. “You would outlive the ultimate fiery death of this world and many others after it before your time was finished.
 
   “How do you live like that?” I asked. “Knowing that you will see the death of every person you meet, and they will become one of millions that you will pass by in the lifetime of a single planet?” 
 
   “I asked myself that many times when I was younger, and to this day I don’t know how the others stand it. But for me, I have the woman I love to share the burden of it with me, and that makes it somewhat bearable.”
 
   “Then I am forced to give up Maya?”
 
   He was quiet for a long time. “Your mother does not know this, nor will you tell her. I am the only one of our kind who was permitted to touch a keystone more than once. Any other Nova would lose their powers and become mortal. Your mother believes that I split my powers freely and gave them to her, but the truth is that it was the key stone that did it, not me.”
 
   “What are you saying? That the keystone is sentient?”
 
   “Son, believe me, there are far stranger concepts in this universe than sentient keystones. But getting back to our conversation and my confession; we are all part of a grand experiment–you, me, your mother, Maya, this fortress, even this planet.”
 
   “An experiment? By whom? I thought the Nova built the universe?” I asked, shocked.
 
   “Son, you have no concept of the scale of time or the vastness of the universes. Yes, I said universes, as in plural. There are more universes than you can see stars in the sky on a clear night. Even we Nova are subject to rules, oversight, and manipulation. Let me just say there are forces at work here that even the Nova must respect. So if I sound evasive on what I am about to tell you, it’s because I really don’t know the answer you seek.” 
 
   He took a deep breath and continued, “Basically, you have a choice to make; you may join your mother and me in the stars, which is the course of action your mother wishes because she doesn’t want to lose you. Or you may take Maya’s hand when you touch the stone. I wish I could tell you what will happen if you attempt to share your power with her. It may not work at all; or frankly, the more likely result is that you both will die.”
 
   “But if it does work?”
 
   “I still don’t know what will happen; however, I am reasonably certain that there is not enough power to make you both full Novas. The likely result would be some sort of hybridization, leaving you mortal, but changed somehow; no longer human-like or elf, or even remotely like either.”
 
   “What would happen if someone else pushed the keystone in?” I said, pressing for more information.
 
   “Nothing good, they would be instantly vaporized and the magic would still not flow. The keystone can be removed by mortal hands, but not restored. Only you can rekindle the flow of magic to this world. Now I’ve already said more than I should.” He got up to leave, suddenly looking older and frailer than I had ever seen him.
 
   “Father, wait! If I become a Nova, will I be able to stay on this world?”
 
   “No, you would be mostly limited to these halls like we are.”
 
   “And I wouldn’t be able to fight directly either?”
 
   “That’s correct.”
 
   “Then this world…”
 
   His expression was one of pain and regret. “…and all life on it would fall, that is correct.” Without another word, he left the room.
 
   For several long minutes I thought about what he had said, and I liked none of it, but I realized it was not entirely my decision to make.
 
   “Winya, where is Maya?”
 
   “On her way back to the keep, Alex.”
 
   “Please have her meet me in the throne room.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   A few minutes later, the big doors opened and a very concerned Maya slipped into the room, her eyes watching me steadily. “Alex, Winya said I needed to come right away; your thoughts are scaring her.”
 
   I took both her hands in mine, marveling at how beautiful she was in that small black dress. “Maya, we need to talk about tomorrow.”
 
   “Ok,” she said nervously.
 
   “No, I mean really talk…no Winya, no cat, and no Rosa.”
 
   Maya, without hesitation and without moving her eyes from mine, removed Winya’s bracelet form and set it aside on one of the thrones; her face reflecting total trust and confidence in me. 
 
   “Rosa, please do not listen in on my thoughts until I contact you.”
 
   “You have my word, Alex,” Rosa shot back, but I could sense the worry in her thoughts. I’m pretty sure she had sensed my distress and had been monitoring my conversation with my father.
 
   Gently, I took my dark elf’s hands as we sat down on the steps leading up to the thrones. “Maya, tomorrow when the keystone is put back in place, it will restore the flow of magic to the planet. But there is another side effect that will impact both of us.” She nodded patiently, indicating I should continue. “Bluntly, if I touch the keystone alone, it will most likely turn me into a Nova and I will live forever, but I will lose you and the planet will fall to the Lifebane. If I don’t trigger the keystone, the magic will not be restored; and the entire group of magic creatures like Nia and Dawn and Dusk will die out. Again, ultimately the planet will fall.” 
 
   “I see,” she said, looking down, her throat working to remain calm. “Is there a third option?”
 
   “Yes, the third option involves you and me together…I hold your hand while we trigger the keystone.”
 
   “Ok, what happens then?”
 
   “Father isn’t sure. There isn’t enough power to turn us both into Nova, so the most likely scenario is that we both die or end up remaining mortal but ‘changed’ somehow.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   “No one apparently knows, but the chances are we would no longer be mostly human or elf, like we are now,” I said grimly.
 
   “And what do you want to do, Alex?” she asked, her big eyes locked onto mine.
 
   “Option three is the only scenario where the planet has a fighting chance. I have to think that we’ve gotten this far on that crazy prophecy, maybe we just need to play out the hand.”
 
   My dark elf looked at me with a startled expression. “You would give up immortality to be chained here? To fight and die here? The chance to live like a god, have any woman you desire, visit untold worlds, never age or grow feeble?” 
 
   “Yes. I would. None of that matters to me, and I think you know why.”
 
   Maya searched my face for any doubt. Finding none, she licked her dark lips and swallowed hard. “Alright then, Magic Boy, option three it is.”
 
   “Are you sure, Maya? You could just as easily die tomorrow. I need you to think this over carefully before you decide.”
 
   She reached up and placed a finger on my lips, silencing me. “Alex, for me this is an easy decision. My soul is bound to yours, I go where you go, even if that means we die side-by-side on the floor of that chamber tomorrow. I am a soldier, I can accept that. Death holds no fear for me as long as we’re together.”
 
   I sighed. “Ok, but what if we end up as sea slugs on the bottom of the ocean?”
 
   She smiled uneasily as a few tears began to run down her cheeks. “I’m not a big fan of the water, so I wouldn’t like that much. But I’d like to think I would still make a good sea slug wife to a certain clueless enchanter sea slug.”
 
   By this time I was crying too, as we just scooted closer and held each other for a long time. Finally, we pulled apart and she put her cool hands on the sides of my face, her eyes softly, trustingly, gazing into mine.
 
   “Alex, I do have one request.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “If my choices tomorrow are death or sea slug, I want my last night as a woman to be spent as a woman. Are you catching my drift, Magic Boy?”
 
   “But what about…?”
 
   She silenced me with a long delving kiss and then whispered, “This is a limited time offer. Are you going to take me upstairs or not?”
 
   Breathlessly, I scooped her up off the steps, carrying her easily in my arms. We paused briefly to dip down so she could grab Winya off the throne then I ran up the stairs two at a time. When we got to our room, I reached down and opened the door while she clung to me with her lovely green eyes closed.
 
   “Maya, sweetheart, are you sure?”
 
   “Alex, you can touch my ears now,” she whispered huskily, as I closed and locked the door behind us.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   We woke up to a polite tapping at our door and Dusk’s voice, “Mistress, everyone is assembled in the Crystal Room when you are ready.” 
 
   I looked down at my dark elf lover, her head rising and falling where it rested on my chest, her hands clutched around my arm. I knew she was awake and heard the dragon at the door, but she was just enjoying being lazy in bed for a few moments longer.
 
   I nudged her softly. “Maya, we need to get up; it is show time, I guess.”
 
   She stretched and opened her deep emerald eyes languidly and smiled a contented cat’s smile. “And here I thought last night was show time, Magic Boy.”
 
   I kissed her long and hard, trying to imprint the memory firmly in my brain. Finally, reluctantly, I broke it off and threw my feet out from under the covers and onto the floor. “I think we have time for a quick bath.”
 
   “Oooh, that could be fun!” She giggled.
 
   “Yeah, well, we don’t have that much time; the others are already waiting for us.”
 
   Her lovely face twisted into a pout, but she slid off the bed and swaggered to the bath chamber, looking over her shoulder to make sure I watched her leave. And I did, a big foolish smile plastered on my face. Grabbing a robe, I opened the door and fled across the hall and cleaned up there.
 
   Thirty minutes later, we met out in the hallway. I had dressed in a fresh enchanter’s robe, and Maya was wearing the white sparring outfit she had received from my father when we first came to Sky Raven. 
 
   I must have raised my eyebrows, because she responded firmly, “This is who I am, Alex, a fighter. I will not go on to the next life dressed in a ball gown or some other frivolous outfit. I see you are in your enchanter’s robes; for the same reason, I suspect?”
 
   I nodded and took her arm as we started down the hall. “Maya, I…”
 
   “Hush, Alex,” she interrupted, stopping and running a hand along my face. “Everything that needed saying was said last night, and I will treasure it forever. But unless we put on our brave front right now, we’re going to show up looking like a pair of blubbering idiots downstairs, and we don’t want to be remembered that way. I do have a question for you, however. What was the first thing that came to your mind when you saw me this morning?”
 
   “I think I growled a little ‘Mine! Only mine!’” I responded without thinking. But thinking about it now, it did seem like a pretty primal response on my part. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that she was my mate, and I would defend her against all challengers; even if it meant my own death.
 
   “That is exactly the right answer,” she sighed gratefully and smiled. When I tilted my head in confusion, she explained, “It shows our mating bond is complete, our soul strands fused, and even death will not sever our bond. I have no fear of what awaits us downstairs, my love.”
 
   It didn’t take very long to get down to the Crystal Room. The doors opened up quite easily and everyone was there waiting for us. It wasn’t a large room and it was almost filled with my parents, Rosa, Dawn, Dusk, and of course, Nia; but she doesn’t take up much space.
 
   Mother was there smiling excitedly as she handed me a now completed three-part key stone. My father was still looking rather gloomy.
 
   “Alright, everyone.” My mother clapped her hands animatedly. “You all need to take as many steps back as you can. Alex, dear, all you need to do is place the stone in the slot.”
 
   Father continued for her, “It won’t go all the way in, so you will have to give it a good push to lock it in place. If you were going to do something, that would be the time.”
 
   I nodded and placed the stone carefully in the slot. And as Father said, it stopped a few inches out.
 
   “Hurry up and push it in,” my mother commanded breathlessly. I shook my head and offered my hand to Maya. She took it, along with a deep cleansing breath, and joined me in front of the crystal.
 
   “Alex? What are you doing?” My mother’s fear was all I could hear in her voice. “Alex, if you do that, you will die!” She tried to reach out for me but Father wrapped an arm around her and held her back with a hug.
 
   “No, Oreale. Do what you need to do, Alex,” he said as tears started to run down his own face.
 
   I looked at Rosa and she, too, was crying. She knew what I was about to do and was sending me thoughts of comfort and support. Nia was sitting on Rosa’s shoulder and big pixie tears were falling like rain. Finally, I could take no more, and I fixed my sight on the most beautiful thing in my world–Maya’s deep green eyes.
 
   “Ready?” I asked quietly. She gave me a single head bob of agreement and placed her hand on top of mine on the stone surface, her other hand gripped me fiercely, and we intertwined them together as if to never let go.
 
   “I love you,” our voices harmonized as we pushed the stone in place with a flash of light.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   I don’t really have the words for what happened, but it wasn’t pleasant. It felt like my soul was being ripped out of my body with blacksmith’s tongs. When I opened my eyes, all I could see was gray–gray floor–gray walls–gray ceiling. The problem is that this was a familiar gray. I recognized it as the place I collected Winya from!
 
   “Damn,” I gasped shakily, “and I was so looking forward to being a sea slug.” I heard Maya utter a few words of elvish dismay and then she rolled toward me, her eyes still clamped shut in deep pain. With a lot of effort, I finally got up off of what passed for a floor in the afterlife. Reaching down, I lifted my shaken dark elf girl to her feet. Finally clearing her head, she looked around curiously.
 
   “Oh, that’s just great; I’m back here again,” complained a familiar voice from behind us. We spun around to see the vision of Winya that I remembered from the dream weaver’s illusion standing there wearing the same party dress and smiling gently.
 
   “Winya, is that really you?” Maya cried, running into the larger woman’s arms and letting herself be crushed in the ensuing embrace. “Yep, in the flesh, so-to-speak,” Winya answered happily. “You didn’t think I would let you go through this alone, did you? I promised Alex I would defend you for all time, and here I am.” She looked over at me and winked.
 
   Maya dusted herself off. “So where are we? Are we really dead then? And why are you wearing my dress?”
 
   Winya blushed. “Oops…I kind of grew to like it for sentimental reasons. Anyway, to answer your first question…” 
 
   “No, you are not dead,” boomed a voice from all around us. We all instinctively took a few steps back as a strange blue light formed in front of us. Slowly, the light scintillated lazily before it began to take the ghostly outline of a person. 
 
   “Wow, this guy again,” Winya whispered. “He greeted me when I came here the first time, but never spoke to me again. Kind of creepy if you ask me.” 
 
   “So…we’re not dead then?” Maya asked hopefully, addressing the blue light.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “But I am?” Winya grinned cockily. 
 
   “Yes, of course, you are dead. Stone cold dead. You don’t even have a body anymore, Winya, so why are you talking?” The blue light shook irritably.
 
   “Hmm…rude and has a twisted sense of humor, too. Perfect,” Winya chuckled, not in the least bit daunted by the presence. But then if you’ve been dead for four hundred years, there probably isn’t much that frightens you anymore.
 
   Maya shot a look of minor annoyance at her friend and pressed for more information. “So if we aren’t dead, then where are we?”
 
   “Inside me,” it responded.
 
   “Well, that’s just gross,” Winya commented.
 
   “Ok, why are we here then?”
 
   “Because I wished you to be here. I am glad to see you both. There were some of my brethren who feared you would choose to become a full-blown Nova, Alex. They believed that humankind would never attain the nobility to sacrifice its own self-interests for a greater good. I am gratified that they were proven wrong. Now, down to business. Time is short and we have much to discuss.”
 
   “You still haven’t told us why we are here,” Maya reminded him.
 
   The being brushed off her question. “Alex, we have been watching you all your life in the hope that one day you would be standing here now. I would introduce myself, but names have no meaning for my kind. But you have seen my worldly form before; I am the crystal in the room where your current corporeal bodies reside.”
 
   “You are a living crystal?”
 
   “I am what you would call an elemental, but not like the one you name Reggie. I am an elemental of pure magic, unbound and unrestrained. A limitless supply of arcane power, if you will, and one that only the Nova can control.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We are a power source only, incapable of movement or extending our reach beyond our own shells. But even a power source has needs, and we created the first Nova for one reason only; to harness our power and create all that could be created. We are both their creators and their servants in many ways. The universes are very vast and in the creation process, the Nova found many more of my kind; and they, in turn, created more Nova. Over eons of time, as with any large group of powerful individuals, disagreements cropped up. And over more time, the disagreements turned to polarizing hatred, leading to two distinct sides, the light and the dark. My brothers and I are of the light, and we have upheld our laws for more time than you can comprehend. But this is a war we cannot win. The Nova were designed to create, and they do their jobs wonderfully. But for every world they create, two are lost or destroyed. To respond to this, the Nova created the nebulia, but even they are too limited by our rules to be effective. Our opponents, the dark, follow no rules so they have a free hand to mete out destruction wantonly.” 
 
   “Can’t the Nova just step in?” 
 
   “The Nova are well respected and have served us well, but they are flawed. Their long life span has made them opposed to change, made them inflexible and, ultimately, ineffective. Often times, a Nova’s solution to combating the evil is just to destroy the world and remake it anew; this is wasteful and inefficient. A new force must be created to combat this evil, something with the power to fight using the inherent resources of the world itself. Think of it like your body fighting off an infection. We need someone capable of not only fighting for good, but becoming a galvanizing force that draws the inhabitants of the planet together to fight off the darkness…someone like you two.”
 
   “Us?” we both repeated.
 
   “Yes. Alex, your father has always been the most open-minded of the Nova, and that is why he has your mother, and why we have enlisted him for our work. But you, we did not foresee. We didn’t even know that two Nova could bear a child; yet here you are. Alex, you are the perfect mix of mortal and Nova. When your powers are shared with your soul mate, the synergy created will forge a new class of beings.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘new’? Will we not be Nova?” Maya asked.
 
   “No, not Nova. That is the beauty of it; you will be something entirely different. Ultimately mortal, but very powerful. But that will not even be your greatest weapon. You will have mortal weaknesses to be sure, but you will also have free will and the ability to draw others to your banner, like you have already done with your host of unusual friends. The darkness has no such weapon, and never will.”
 
   “Ok, I have to ask, is this really the afterlife?” Winya interrupted impatiently.
 
   I swear the being sighed and then replied. “No, this is not. As I said before, you are all currently inside me. Everyone who spends time within these walls, and especially those who die defending the fortress, become changed by it; more precisely, changed by me. This Mark of Sky Raven, as I think of it, allows me to call out to those souls who have served and died for me. You, Winya, are one such person.”
 
   “But why? Why keep me or any of us here?”
 
   “It is a complicated question, but the simple answer is that I still had need of you. Worry not; I have created this place to exactly match the real afterlife so that none are robbed of their peace. And those of you who leave this place as you did, Winya, do so only by their own choice. You will recall that your sisters moved on and you had the opportunity to do so as well, but you had your own destiny to wait for.” Winya grew very quiet. “And while we are on that topic, I can safely tell you that Alex never had the ability to reach into the afterlife as you all thought. All the younger version of Alex did was request that the door be opened for him. Of course, I had to make sure none of you really remembered too much so I altered your memories slightly.”
 
   “So Alex doesn’t have the ability to contact the dead?” Maya asked.
 
   “No, he has the ability to travel here; and soon, convey from here.”
 
   “What does that mean?” 
 
   “All will become clear in time, but right now, you need to go and face the changes that lie before you. But before I send you away, I have one last question for Winya. I offer you the chance to stay here and rejoin your sisters if you wish. You will be free to move on and join them in paradise.”
 
   Maya looked at her friend in fear and sadness and Winya looked at her in the same way. Not taking her eyes away from Maya, she said, “I thank you for the offer; please tell my sisters that I love them and I am sorry, but this is my destiny now and I will stay here.” A small tear ran down Maya’s face as she hugged her friend.
 
   “Very well, I will pass along your message. I pray I will not see you three again until the day you walk these halls for the last time. Oh, and I am sorry but this might sting a bit. Goodbye.”
 
   With another flash of light, we were back in the real world, our hands still on the stone before us. Maya looked at me in confusion and then suddenly started to scream in agony. Before I knew what was happening, something hit me in the back. It felt like two red hot daggers stabbing me right between the shoulder blades. I heard more screaming and shouting from what sounded like Mother and Rosa before I fell to the floor, and all went dark and quiet.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Something was off, that much I knew. I tried opening my eyes, but they didn’t seem to respond. I was weak and so very tired. I felt like I was in a bed; at least there were soft things around me. I could also feel a weight on my chest, but any concerns I had about my condition vanished as I recognized the smell of Maya’s hair. 
 
   I drifted back to sleep and rested for what felt like a long time until a firm hand clasped my shoulder. “Alex, son, it’s time to wake up.”
 
   My eyes opened, but were unfocused, registering only a blob of color standing above me. I blinked and it was like a series of magnifying lenses started to snap over my eyes, each layer adding additional sharpness to the image until I could see every line and crack in the polished wooden planks that made up the ceiling of our tower room at the top of the keep. Shifting my attention to my father, I watched him smile tentatively, but the crow’s feet near his eyes showed that he carried a great burden of worry. Looking away from him for a moment, I could see I was propped up against the headboard, surrounded by mounds of pillows and covered with a thin blanket. 
 
   Maya was stretched out on her stomach on the bed, with her head on my lap, her curls spread out in all directions on top of my blanket. She was covered in a blanket, too; but it appeared there was something else on top of her as there was a conspicuous bulge. I put my hand gently on the back of her neck and lifted up the blanket slightly. All I saw were feathers and a lot of them. So why is there a dead bird in our bed? Running my hand down to her shoulders, I discovered two intriguing things. One, my dark elf was completely naked under that blanket and two, those feathers were small, immature wings, and they were attached!
 
   Reeling a bit and hoping fervently that this was a dream after all, I bent my head to my own shoulders, and I was gifted with an excellent view of similar wings, draped over the headboard and attached to my own back. They were handsome wings I would have to admit; primarily white, with black speckles. Turning back around, I looked at my father questioningly, hoping for an answer.
 
   “How?”
 
   He chuckled and pulled up a large side chair. “Honestly, we don’t know, but you two gave everyone quite the moment when you both started screaming. Your mother was frantic and gave off so much magic, I think she goosed every wizard in the fortress! I kept trying to tell her that if the crystal was going to kill you, you would have just been instantly vaporized, but she was in no mood to listen.”
 
   “Umm, thanks…I think.” 
 
   He suddenly looked horrified with himself. “That was the completely wrong thing to say, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Just a little.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I am still getting used to having a son.”
 
   “It’s alright.”
 
   “Anyway, you two had a bad time of it, screaming and thrashing about; but you never let go of each other. In fact, we had to pry your hands apart to bring you up here. Rosa grabbed the druid girls and Alera, and brought them to you as quickly as possible. But there wasn’t much to be done; the transformation was beyond the ability of human magic to alter. Thankfully, you both fell unconscious shortly after. 
 
   “So what are we really?”
 
   “Well, you are exactly what the crystal entity explained you would become, the new generation of special protectors of this planet. Of course, to everyone else you probably look like owls.”
 
   “Owls,” I repeated woodenly.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   Sleep was wonderful, and a rest-filled night after the last few weeks was very much needed. I could sense Alex’s presence and, as always, it made me instantly comfortable, so much so that I nearly drifted back to sleep again. But then he started doing something that he shouldn’t, and he wouldn’t stop! I shifted uneasily in the bed and turned my head without opening my eyes.
 
   “Hmmm…Alex…you’re playing with my ears again…”
 
   He chuckled but didn’t even flinch like he normally does. “For once, I can safely say that I am not touching your ears.” He’s not? Well, whatever he is stroking feels really, really good. Wait…what is he touching, my back? I opened my eyes. I was on my stomach so I had to crane my neck a bit to look up at him, and strangely, my field of vision seemed wider than normal so it was no problem to see him. Alex was gazing at me lovingly with his hand on the back of my shoulders. I was still having vision issues, because his normal gorgeous brown eyes looked amazingly large and rounder from this angle. And the lenses of his eyes were like polished crystal; they almost glowed. He had his back to the low headboard, and it looked like there were wings behind him; big fluffy, white and black speckled wings. 
 
   “Um, are we dead?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Sea slugs?”
 
   “Not slugs.”
 
   I sighed and got more comfortable on his lap, but then I started thinking. “If we’re not dead, then why do you have angel wings?”
 
   Alex snickered. “If I was an angel, I wouldn’t be having the kind of thoughts I’m having about a certain beautiful dark elf, who happens to be completely naked under those covers.”
 
   “What?” I raised myself up on my elbows and looked down my front, and then grinned up at him. “Hmmm…very astute observation, but you’re hiding something. Why does it look like you have wings?”
 
   “Because I do, sweetheart.” 
 
   “Ahuh.”
 
   “And, I’m afraid, so do you.”
 
   “What?” I twisted around and tried to see, but Alex wrapped his arms around my shoulders and held me in place.
 
   “Maya, calm down; we aren’t allowed to move around yet!”
 
   In disbelief, I struggled with him anyway. Escaping his grasp momentarily, I looked back and there they were! About four feet long; but mine were totally white on the top half and only went to black-speckled toward the tips. Instantly, I felt a sharp stab of pain ripple through my back. Shaking his head, Alex carefully pushed me back down to my resting position on his lap.
 
   “Told you not to move; our wounds aren’t closed yet.” He reached for something next to the bed and carefully placed it between my shoulder blades. “Yep, you reopened one; Alera will be pissed.”
 
   I did my best to calm down but still, how does one respond to ‘you have wings’? Alex straightened the blanket covering me to preserve my modesty and sighing, shifted his weight and brought one of his wings over the top of the headboard so it was directly in front of me. His wing was a little longer than mine, but still only a little over four feet. I had to admit it was gorgeous to look at, even if it was totally inadequate for flying. From my experience in the forests, I would say this looked like a juvenile owl’s wing more than anything else.
 
   “We have wings,” I said in disbelief.
 
   “Yes, it seems that we do; but, Maya, considering the alternative of death or sea slug, this doesn’t seem so bad.” 
 
   “But why do we have them?”
 
   “Well, my parents don’t even know, but I would have to guess this is what the crystal entity meant when he said ‘something new’.”
 
   I didn’t really know what to say, and a little full-blown panic began to set in. How will my life change with this? Am I even a dark elf anymore? By the stars, what am I going to tell my parents? Will I even be able to use a sword effectively with these useless things on my back? Sensing that I was about to lose it, Alex started to massage my neck and shoulders. I didn’t want to be placated, but I couldn’t help but relax with his strong hands running over my body.
 
   “Feeling good now, are we?” said Winya with her usual snide remark.
 
   “Oh, shut up, you have no idea how good this feels.”
 
   “Actually, I do.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “What? I never said anything. I have no idea what you’re talking about!” Ok, she is definitely hiding something. But before I could properly confront her on the subject, the door to the room popped opened as Dawn and Dusk walked in with huge smiles on their faces.
 
   “Oh good, you’re both awake, and so cute, too.” Dawn nodded, before yelling down the hallway. A few seconds later the druid girls, all three of them, burst into the room with Alera and Rosa not far behind. The first thing they did was break out their sketch books and started writing and whispering among themselves. 
 
   Rosa threw herself on top of us and tried her best to hug every inch of us. “Alex, you owe me! And I demand as payment that you never do anything like that again!” she said as tears ran down her face. “Your screams still haunt my dreams. I felt your pain. I know it wasn’t your fault or anything, but I still don’t like it.” I tried to hug her as best I could with Alex still keeping me from moving.
 
   “Alex, you can let go of me now.”
 
   “Actually,” Alera growled, sliding around from the other side of the bed, “it is better if he didn’t.” Rosa dried her tears and sat down next to me on the side of the bed to hear what the healer had to say. “You seemed to have reopened your wounds and he appears to be keeping you from causing further injury to yourself. If you don’t start behaving, I will have to administer a sedative.”
 
   Rosa smiled next to us. “A fine idea!” She looked at the girls who were huddled together comparing notes in their sketchbooks. “Girls, could I have a time estimate, please?”
 
   They buzzed a bit longer before Ryliss stepped forward. “If our observations are correct, the transformation should be done in about fourteen hours.”
 
   “Excellent!” She leaned down and whispered in Alex’s ear, “Don’t think you have outshined your master just yet. Even without help from your mother, I learned one of your own enchantments and made some improvements of my own. Nighty-night, you two!”
 
   “Rosa, wait!”
 
   But it was no use; I went out like a candle in the wind.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   This time when I woke up, I was on my stomach facing the door, hungry and more than a little cross. “Dammit, Rosa,” I hissed, “I’m sick and tired of being in this bed!” 
 
   Her face appeared inches from mine and, as always, she was annoyingly cheerful and smiling. “Well, I would have to say that charm worked like a charm.” I groaned at what had to be the world’s lamest joke. But it is impossible to stay angry at Rosa for any length of time.
 
   “How is Maya?” I asked trying to move my head to look in the other direction. My mentor brought her hand down on my ear and stopped me.
 
   “Your girl is doing fine; she’s just on the other side of the bed. Alera is just finishing up with her. We’ll wake her up in a few minutes, but right now we want to concentrate on you.”
 
   “All done here,” Alera announced from behind me, and I heard Dusk say something about dressing her.
 
   Losing patience, I finally burst out, “Can I get some clothes and get up now?” Looking down, it appeared I had some short pants on, but nothing else.
 
   “We’ll have to design you some new shirts,” Rosa said excitedly. “We pieced together some things for Maya that will do for now, but at least you don’t have breasts to worry about.”
 
   “Yes, Father, don’t put on an uncomfortable shirt on our account,” Dawn chimed in snickering, as she apparently finished dressing Maya somewhere behind me.
 
   “Fine, whatever.” I tried to roll over, but Rosa continued to hold me in place.
 
   “Not a wise move right now,” Alera said briskly. “You two are going to have to teach yourselves how to do many things differently in your daily lives, sleeping being one of them.”
 
   “Why, because of our wings? They didn’t look like they would be too much trouble, they aren’t very big.”
 
   “Weren’t,” corrected the healer. “They weren’t very big fourteen hours ago. Now…well, that’s a different story.” Alera ran her fingers over my back in a few places, doing a cursory exam. “You’re all good here. Unlike your girlfriend, you listened and didn’t thrash around much. Ok, now I’m going to remove the spell I put on the two of you. Once I do that, your bodies will be free to control your wings, and I use the term control loosely. I’m almost positive the part of your brain that controls motor skills is going to have a major meltdown with all the new nerve endings and musculature, so be ready.”
 
   She cancelled whatever spell she was using on us, and I was expecting some form of muscle tremor explosion, but all my wings did was twitch slightly before relaxing fully and remaining motionless.
 
   “Ok, well that was…anticlimactic,” Alera muttered. “And once again, I look like a complete fool in front of my King and Queen, but what else is new.”
 
   There was a bright flash and my mother appeared in the room. She walked up and put an affectionate hand on Alera’s back. “Alera dear, no healer in history has dealt with anything remotely like this situation. You have performed splendidly, and we are very grateful for your efforts.” Alera flushed and performed a small curtsey. My mother continued, “As for their reaction, I think you will find they are predisposed to flight, just as if they were born with these feathers.”
 
   “Ok, so how do we move these wings?” I asked.
 
   Lin spoke up cheerfully, “If it’s anything like when we change forms, my best advice is to not think about it at all. Your body already has all the muscle memory…just do.”
 
   By this time, I could hear Maya was awake and rustling a little next to me, but not saying anything. At a nod from Alera, the twins effortlessly lifted each of us out of the bed and onto our feet. That’s when I got my first full view of my girl. She was dressed in soft pants and had on a form of vest with cut outs in the back for her wings. At the moment, her arms were held tightly at her sides and her wings were folded and quivering on her back. The tops of them rose more than a foot above her head. The tips of the wings actually brushed the ground slightly behind her; these things were big! She did not look at all happy, as I could see tears forming in her even bigger emerald eyes and her bottom lip was trembling. I was about to move forward to comfort her when my mother, of all people, stepped up and gently took her hands.
 
   “Honey…” she said, drawing the word out, “you are seeing this as some sort of horrible catastrophe? Nothing could be farther from the truth! This is an amazing and wondrous event, even to me.” 
 
   “Wondrous!” Maya repeated, grinding her teeth and issuing a slight bark of derision. “Yes, I am very much wondering how I am ever to swing a sword again! Or walk through a standard doorway. I wonder if I can walk the streets like a normal person, or even how do I sleep at night? What are we supposed to do, Oreale? Roost standing up like chickens? This is a disaster! We are freaks, not some new super warriors!”
 
   My mother reached up and brushed some stray silver hairs out of my girl’s face. “Maya, dear one, I see the issue. You believe that you are stuck with your wings at this size forever, and this will prevent you from living your life?”
 
   Maya nodded sadly.
 
   “Oh my poor, sweet angel, nothing could be farther from the truth. These glorious wings of yours are enhancements, not a punishment. Listen to me, as soon as you learn to use them properly, you will be able to shrink their size down to fit comfortably, even under your form-fitting armor if you like.”
 
   Maya’s big eyes lit up as my mother’s words sunk in, and she managed a real smile that brightened the room. With a cry of joy, she swept her arms around my very surprised mother and hugged her tightly.
 
   “Thank you! Oh, thank you so much, Mom!”
 
   My mother looked like she had just received the riches of the world as she beamed, hugging Maya back enthusiastically and kissing her on the top of the head. I even saw some streaks of tears sweep down her cheeks.
 
   Everyone in the room looked a bit taken aback, except Alera, who quipped, “Well, I guess my work here is done. Of course, my Queen, your ministrations seem to have made my patient feel better than any of my poor efforts.” My mother continued to smile and hold onto my dark elf like the proud parent she was.
 
   “Now bear in mind, daughter, these are now your true forms; and while you can minimize them, hide them if you will, you will always feel most comfortable when they are open and free to the air. As you get older, you may find hiding them away becomes less and less important to both of you.”
 
   “She’s right, Mistress,” Dusk added. “As much as we appreciate our human shapes, they are always just a little bit tight and constricting. Embracing our true forms is a special treat for us, as someday it may be for you.”
 
   “So you girls are constantly uncomfortable when you look like humans?” I asked, suddenly feeling guilty. I had always assumed they had no problem staying human for long periods of time.
 
   “It’s not so bad; really, Father!” they protested in unison. However, I filed the information away for further thought.
 
   Meanwhile, the druid girls had surrounded me. “Alright, first things, first,” Lin smiled. “We know what kind of wings these are; both of you have snow owl wings and eyes similar to raptors, too.”
 
   Maya extracted herself gently from my mother’s embrace and stood with her arms crossed, watching the druids work. “I thought as much. I’ve always thought the snow owl was a most regal and beautiful bird. They are deadly silent hunters, too.”
 
   Lin nodded. “That they are, that they are, indeed. But moving on; we need a bit more information before we can tell you if they will actually let you fly instead of just making you look amazing and drop-dead sexy.” Julia elbowed her in the ribs, but Lin just grinned evilly. “Anyway, if you would be so kind as to open your wings, Alex, as far as you can, that would be wonderful.”
 
   It wasn’t quite as easy as I thought. For a few moments, I flailed around moving my arms and mentally shouting orders to my new appendages, but none of that was working. It was only when I looked up at the high ceiling and willed myself up there, that my wings deployed instantly and totally silently, too. Now they were fully extended and all the rich detail of the feathers were displayed. My wings appeared to be fully-grown now, with adult feathering. 
 
   Maya gasped, laughing, “Alex, my love, you are absolutely beautiful,” as she deployed hers easily on the first try.
 
   All of the women in the room chortled in agreement. The druids were all over me with a measuring rope; Ryliss scribing measurements in her journal as the other two called them out. “Looks like just over a twenty-two foot wingspan. That’s really good and should produce a lot of lift.” Jules whistled in appreciation. After a bit of consultation, with Ryliss doing pages of math, the girls came to the unanimous decision that we could indeed fly. All we needed was to learn how.
 
   Rosa laughed and threw open the door. “Good! I have just the person to teach you how to fly.” Nia flew in with a wicked look on her face, taking a few reconnaissance laps around Maya and me.
 
   “Looking good, guys. The course is all set up. Let me be the first to welcome you to pixie flight school!”
 
   Pixie flight school. We’re both gonna die!


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   The twins quickly got the two of us dressed in heavily modified training outfits, which they had stayed up all night crafting with Rosa’s input. Once they were put on, they looked pretty normal, but the number of buttons, extra panels, seams, and slots were mind-boggling. Apparently, this was all necessary to make sure we didn’t lose them in flight. Dawn and Dusk fussed over us like new mothers with infants.
 
   Once we were dressed, Nia started leading us through the back halls of the keep and finally out a door opening onto an area that I wasn’t even aware existed. It was a long, narrow area between the walls of the keep and a section of sheer cliff face that fell off abruptly just to the left of where we were standing.
 
   To the right side was a large set of stone steps that meandered down to the floor of the space far below us. Lin, Julia, and Ryliss were already perched happily on the steps, with a pile of drinks and snacks spread out on a nearby blanket. They got up and marched over to us as we looked over our training center. Lin smiled.
 
   “Ok, you guys, I know you have great confidence in your pixie flight instructor and all, but we should point out there are some big differences between your snow owl wings and Nia’s more primitive chitin constructed set up.”
 
   “Primitive!” Nia howled. “Primitive! You’re really pushing it, Auntie. Can your bird wings do this?” She proceeded to hover, dart forward and backward, side to side, and finally did a couple of inverted figure eights over our heads. Then she hovered and stuck her tongue out at the tousled-haired blonde druid. 
 
   “Well, no,” Lin laughed, “but you can’t fly for hours at a time without tiring, float on thermals, and fly silently. Plus, you are pretty limited on the weight you can carry, and need I mention the molting cycle?”
 
   “Ok, yeah…molting really sucks.” Nia grimaced, but then seemed to remember why she was here. “Ok, back to flying!” Our pixie instructor buzzed up to a nearby wood rail and alighted on the top. Pulling a long splinter off of it, she slapped it into her other hand like a baton, displaying a no-nonsense attitude.
 
   “Alright, listen up! My name is Flight Instructor Nia. When you are in my class, I will have your complete attention at all times. There will be no eating, drinking, mind messaging, whining; and especially, no kissing, groping, petting, or longing glances in my class. A moment’s inattention in the air means the difference between living to fly another day and a messy regurgitation by a hippogriff. Remember, only you can prevent forest flatulence, and there is no ‘I’ in ‘team’. “
 
   “Nia, are you sure this is the right place for a fledgling?” I interrupted, eyeing how far down it was to the floor of the training area. At least, it was sandy and flat at the bottom. Every twenty feet or so there were large ten-foot high posts sticking out of the ground, reminding me of training pells but much taller.
 
   “This is the place, alright; your father picked it out, Alex. He said you two need to acclimate to your new wings as quickly as possible. Until you accomplish that, you two are pretty much defenseless.” 
 
   Great, now my parents are trying to get us killed, too.
 
   “Ok, Nia, we get it,” Maya chuckled nervously. “What, exactly, are we supposed to do here?”
 
   “It’s easy. All you have to do is fly down and stand on one of those posts. It’s as simple as that.”
 
   I caught Maya’s eyes as the pixie continued to wax poetically about how easy it all was. They were still the emerald green pools that I fell in love with but were somehow changed, slightly different.
 
   “Your eyes have changed; I think I almost like them even better,” I whispered. 
 
   She smiled confidently. “I like yours better, too.”
 
   Nia buzzed around our heads. “Hey, focus, you two. Heh-heh focus, get it? But yeah, they have changed alright. It’s one of the things I am supposed to train you on, or test actually.”
 
   “What, our eyes?”
 
   “Well, you both have raptor vision now,” Julia gushed. “Isn’t it cool?”
 
   “So you’re saying we can see better?”
 
   “Haven’t you noticed, silly?”
 
   I shook my head absently. “We’ve been inside most of the time until now.” I gently took Maya’s hand, and we walked over to the edge of the cliff face. Looking down, the sensation was very odd; it seemed the more we concentrated, the sharper the image.
 
   Maya was ecstatic. “Alex, this is wonderful; I can see Bel’s farms from here. Look, a marmot!” 
 
   I was just beginning to share her enthusiasm when I noticed the poles. They were identical to the ones in the floor of the training area, but these were sticking sideways out of the sheer rock face below us; and it was a very, very long way to painful rocky death beneath them.
 
   “Nia, care to explain those?” I pointed.
 
   She smiled evilly. “Level Two.”
 
   Yup, we were goners alright. Nia launched into her pixie flight basics speech. Basically, we were getting the same lesson that was taught to two-week-old pixies and she wasn’t pulling any punches. I tried not to find this degrading; but with the druid trio laughing at every other word, it was difficult.
 
   We were about to try it when my mother appeared outfitted in a yellow dress and a large sun hat; but instead of saying anything, she just sat down on a section of step and folded her hands across her knee. When we all turned to look at her, she just smiled. “Oh, don’t mind me; I’m just here to watch and give advice if needed.”
 
   We shrugged and put all our attention back on the pixie, who continued, “Remember, all you have to do is float down and stick your landing on the top of one of those posts. Do that and we can move on; but if you miss, you will need to walk back up here using the stairs and try again.”
 
   By this time more spectators were arriving. Mingt brought a picnic lunch wrapped up in a towel. Hons and some of the earth wizards showed up with cold drinks, and a group of Lin’s and Julia’s friends brought a sliced watermelon. This was starting to take on the flavor of a party or sporting event.
 
   My first attempt was nearly my last. I confidently leapt off with my wings extended, but as I attempted to flap, I somehow instead folded my wings up and I dropped like a rock. Just before I hit the ground flailing madly, I felt giant claws wrap around my panicked body and lift me up, setting me on my feet in the sand. I turned to find Dawn hovering over me like some kind of giant momma bird. She gave me a knowing wink and flew off to join her sister doing air patrol above us.
 
   “Hey, you could have given me a lift back up to the top, you know,” I groused as I collected my feathery baggage and started up the long flight of cut stone stairs. 
 
   Maya took to the air next and, of course, did it much more gracefully. She actually managed to touch the top of one of the poles with her foot on the first try, before sliding off and gliding the ten feet to the ground. My second and third tries saw me missing the pole entirely, but at least I didn’t require rescuing. The stairs were getting to be a pain though; it really hurts to step on your own wing!
 
   Maya, now a crowd favorite, stuck her third attempt perfectly. She preened and bowed for her fans while atop the pole, maneuvering her wings perfectly to keep the light breeze from blowing her off the perch.
 
   “Alex, you simply must come up here! The air is wonderful!” she gloated.
 
   “Show off,” I growled and pushed off again; and again came to an untimely end, not even close to a post. It got so bad that many of our onlookers gave up and went back to their duties, convinced that I was a hopeless case. It took a few more hours of practice, but by lunchtime, and after a few tips from my mother, Maya and I could both land on the tops of the poles consistently. After lunch, we continued on with the lessons, moving on to short flights from post to post. Three days of this routine and we started to get a lot better. Sleep was still a challenge, but exhaustion became the mother of invention; and I finally found a way of wrapping my wings close to my body while laying down that didn’t cause me too much discomfort. We had a second large bed moved into our room, one for each of us, until we got this figured out.
 
   On the morning of the fourth day, we were back out at the training area. We were getting good at staying in the air, sometimes for over an hour at a time. But our sharp-eyed instructor would never let us fly higher than the keep or out over the cliff. But today, we resolved that was going to change.
 
   “Today, we are going to practice post-to-post drills,” Nia droned on; however, Maya and I had other plans. At a signal from Winya, we both made a bold dash for the cliff. The pixie did a double take upon seeing her students making a break for it.
 
   “Hey, where do you think you’re going? Wait! You’re not ready for Level Two yet!” she screamed.
 
   Maya grabbed my hand and laughed as we both jumped over the edge with smiles on our faces. We spread our wings, and the air caught under them with a satisfying pop of uplift. Swinging out over the drop-off on the backside of the mountain gave us a spectacular view of one of the twin waterfalls that fell off this side of the fortress. The sensation was invigorating and like nothing either of us had ever experienced. We were forced to let go our hands, otherwise our wings would have gotten tangled, but we still flew together.
 
   We circled for a short while, enjoying the warm updrafts from the sun up the sides of the cliff face. Soon I noticed a devilish look in my dark elf’s eyes; and with a challenging smirk, she tilted down into a dive. Caught up in the moment, and not about to let her have all the fun, I dived right after her, hugging the cliff face as we dropped. Dodging the posts sticking out of the cliff face, we accelerated all the way down to the valley floor, and at the last minute reshaped our wings and re-extended for maximum lift.  Our momentum pushed us smoothly out over the river, all the while laughing like hysterical children. A large herd of wild goats drinking at the river spread out in panic as we passed overhead. Finally, we slowed and beat our wings to gain altitude once more. In a few minutes, we were back high above the keep, enjoying the warm sun on our feathers.
 
   Maya flew up next to me. “This is wonderful! I never knew life could be so free!” She took my hands and pulled us closer still as we hung in the air, wrapping her arms around me. “I love you.” The sunlight was captured by her wings and face as if she was literally glowing.
 
   “I love you, too; even if we didn’t quite make it to sea slugs,” I said as we kissed hundreds of feet in the air. Our kiss slowly turned into a form of dance in the sky that got more and more complicated and passionate as time went on. Separate, then flap to gain altitude and re-join for our dancing embrace. We were up there for a good long time before a familiar voice showed up.
 
   “Really? Air dancing a mile in the air and you haven’t tested out of Level One yet? You two are absolutely horrible students!” We could see she was pulling our legs, as she was smiling and seemed happy.
 
   Maya chuckled. “Oh, really? Are we doing this wrong? Tell me, how do pixies dance, then?”
 
   Her face contorted a bit as a wave of embarrassment washed over her. “We…um, we dance on leaves. Ok, fine, we dance like you guys did. Only our wings are meant to let us do this; hover, I mean. Besides, you’re giving the entire school whiplash with your up and down, up and down!”
 
   “The entire school?” Maya asked, puzzled. Then she whipped around and focused on the student body assembled in the courtyard, on the walls, standing on steps, sitting on rooftops…all watching us intently! My dark elf flushed and shot me a deeply embarrassed look.
 
   “Oops, I guess we didn’t think they would notice,” I said.
 
   “How could they not? You two are radiating like a second sun in the sky!”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   She slapped her forehead. “You’re both glowing! Like a lot.” We both shrugged again. “Really, you didn’t notice? What, do you picture each other with the sun constantly behind the other? Never mind, stupid question. But we really need to get you two back to the keep. You may be on a romance high right now, but you’re approaching your flight endurance limits, so scoot.”
 
   Laughing, we blew past her on the way back to the training area. It wasn’t very hard to believe that we were faster than the pixie. But even though we weren’t really out there very long, I could feel myself starting to tire out. Flying at speed takes a lot more energy than just riding thermals.
 
   My mother was waiting for us when we landed, and we watched her eyes glow for a bit as she smiled at us. “Congratulations! Your wings are now fully mature.”
 
   “Does this mean we can learn to hide them now?” asked Maya impatiently.
 
   Mother chuckled, “Yes, and it appears that’s not the only thing.”
 
   “Meaning?” we asked in unison.
 
   She reached over and put an arm around Maya and gave her a gentle hug. “As I told you a few days ago, dear; these are wondrous enhancements. While you aren’t Nova, you appear to have gained some variations of traits formerly only nebulia were granted. You both are a bit stronger now. Maya, you gained far more proportionately than you, Alex, as you already had magically enhanced strength. Of course, the wings and eyes are unique to you, but you are now both immune to sickness, poison, and disease. Your rate of healing is also much faster; a broken arm will heal in a few days instead of a month. And lastly, but most impressively, is that glow of yours.”
 
   “Ok, so we actually glow now? What does that even mean?” Maya asked.
 
   “Well, it looks really cool,” Nia commented, “and it draws a crowd, for sure.”
 
   “That glow isn’t just for show; mind you, the nebulia do use it at ceremonies all the time. It’s a holy light, you could say; with the ability to burn, if not kill, demons and undead. But it is a skill that only the most seasoned nebulia can achieve and is a great honor for you two.”
 
   “Ok, note to self, no dancing around Bel,” Maya grinned, and I nodded in tacit agreement.
 
   “Now,” Mother continued, “I believe that all you would need to do to retract your wings is to picture yourself without them.”
 
   Picture myself without them, huh? Ok. It took a minute to really get a good image in my mind, but once I did, I instantly felt them shrink and retract into my body, almost moving under my skin. I reached around with my free hand and felt my back, and for the most part it was normal. No extra wings or a humpback or anything, just a tightening of the skin back there. Still not satisfied, I pulled off my shirt and used my mage sight to scan my back. It looked mostly normal, the only indication of wings were two lines of small downy feathers that ran behind my shoulder blades where the wings would normally attach.
 
   I was smiling as I looked over at Maya and found her struggling with this one. She shot me a look of disgust. “Oh, laugh it up, why don’t you? Let me guess, you think this is funny because I got flight so easy and now I’m having trouble? Well, too bad! Winya, a little help here?”
 
   Winya’s laughter filled my head. “No problem!” And just like that, her wings vanished as easily as mine did. Maya inspected herself before turning back to me. “See?” 
 
   Nia piped in, “Great, so I guess class is over then, huh? Oh well, thanks for letting me practice on you guys for so long!”
 
   “Wait? Do you mean we were ready sooner?”
 
   She smiled mischievously. “Well, duh. You two are supposed to be a bit smarter than the average newborn pixie, you know. Honestly, I just wanted to see how long I could keep you two on the posts before you jumped off. You lasted a lot longer than your average pixie, too. Most try to fly day one.”
 
   “And how many do?”
 
   “Actually, most of them can fly after the first day, just for very short amounts of time. You two will still need to fly every day to build up your strength.”
 
   “Oh, I think I could agree to that,” I said, scooping my now wingless girlfriend up in my arms.
 
   Later that night after another afternoon and evening of flying and resting and flying again, we were finally alone back in our room. Maya was sitting cross-legged on the main bed with her wings partially extended facing away from me. She had her vest open in the back, but still on her shoulders to keep herself covered in the event someone barged in, which sadly, happened quite frequently. Our bedroom had become a favorite meeting spot for friends and family alike. At the moment, I had my wings hidden and I was standing behind Maya trying my best to massage the soreness out of her shoulders and wings. 
 
   “Owie!”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “No worries, it was a good owie. I had no idea muscles could even get this sore. Are you sure you can’t mix up one of those drinks again?” she asked coyly.
 
   “Believe me, I would love to have one right now, too; but the healers need all the herbs they can stockpile right now. So we are going to have to settle for this.”
 
   “Hmmm, hard choice. Fall asleep and feel great in the morning, or get a great massage out of the deal and actually remember it in the morning. I think I’ll go with option two…ouch; yeah, right there.”
 
   Her shoulders and whatever you call a muscle in the wings were bound up extremely tight. I was actually having a very hard time working them out. The idea of asking Alera up here to take over had even crossed my mind a few times. But Maya said I was doing a good job so why not keep at it. Massages require a lot of hand strength and we blacksmiths have plenty of that.
 
   “Alex, I’ve been thinking. I think now might be a good time to make a stand, so to speak. We have personally been responsible for many victories against the Lifebane, but his armies are still advancing unchallenged around the world.”
 
   “So what do you have in mind?”
 
   “We need to draw him out of his hideaway and crush him. If this is what our destiny is, then I say we get to it.”
 
   “I agree, and I take it you know of a good piece of bait?”
 
   She smiled at me over her shoulder. “Xarparion. I know it is risky since the portals will be guarded; but if we can free our people, then that would be a big slap in the face for him. And it might be the final push needed to send him over the edge. Now, again, I know it’s risky…”
 
   I silenced her with a finger on her soft lips. “It’s a fine idea and not as risky as you think. Rosa can make the new portal come out anywhere, and I doubt they have the towers themselves too heavily guarded. They will be concentrated on the old portals and the outer walls. With nowhere to go, the students are as trapped in their towers as the undead are kept out. It will take some careful planning, but I think we can pull it off.” 
 
   “So you like my idea?”
 
   “Very much. Even if it doesn’t get him to come after us himself, at least our people will be free. I like it, let’s go talk to Rosa and Higs.”
 
   “Uh uh, you can talk to Rosa in your mind while you finish my massage!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The next few days were busy. If we weren’t flying, we were in planning meetings for the rescue attempt. The group of us commandeered a small room off the throne chamber and called it our ‘war room’. Rosa brought out her magic maps from the Enchanter’s Hall, and the bunch of us sat around the table critiquing the operation. Those in attendance were usually Alera, Higs, Hons, Rosa, Maya, and me; with Elsa included frequently due to her experience in stealth operations. The course of action that best seemed to fit our situation was something Elsa called a ‘snatch and run’. In other words, get in, grab the tower students, and run for the hills…quickly.
 
   My father and I tinkered with the designs of the armor every evening, late into the night. These modifications were not only to accommodate our new wings, but also to adjust some of the base enchantments in light of our new abilities. One of the things he taught me was how to weave enchantments into items, a process similar to how one would weave cloth. This resulted in much stronger magic being incorporated into the item, but with some restriction on the number of enchantments one could place on a single piece. Out of all the sections of armor, both Maya’s and mine, the item that took the longest and gave us the most trouble was my shield; but we finally achieved something my father was satisfied with. 
 
   The day of the operation was sunny and cool; and in the large walled-in paddock that housed Rosa’s new portal apparatus, the various teams were preparing. Maya and I were sitting on top of the wall above the enclosure, watching the beehive of activity below our feet.
 
   We were rather happy to just sit there and watch them. It was actually the first time that they let us out into the general public since we changed. Rosa felt we should mingle with the populace, showing off our wings, so that everyone in Sky Raven would become accustomed to them. Of course, the sight was a big hit with the children, and the questions and requests to touch our feathers were relentless. Maya was self-conscious as always, but after a few minutes, she calmed down and saw the wonder of it all through their eyes and laughed. Rather than viewing us as freaks as she feared, they were even more awestruck by her beauty. After the children finally grew bored and wandered off, we noticed large numbers of adults were finding excuses to amble by where we were sitting, just to get a good look. They just nodded and smiled or performed a slight bow. We were intentionally keeping our wings extended for just this purpose.
 
   Finally, things began to turn serious below us, and we perked up to pay attention.
 
   The plan we concocted required several teams of people to be effective. Captain Higs, with twenty of his men, would secure the ground around the portal in Xarparion. According to Rosa, it would anchor itself in the grassy commons directly between the Air and Water Towers. Thankfully, the towers were next door to each other, with the colossal central building looming as the third leg of the stool.
 
   The druid girls would be coming and bringing Reggie in case of trouble. Lin and Julia had many friends in the Air Tower, so we reasoned they would garner the most support in convincing the air students to leave. Ryliss would be tagging along as well, primarily to provide some physical defense for the other two once they were in the tower proper. Alera had warned us that we could face any range of welcome, from happy to disbelief to downright hostility, based on the situation in the tower and how the morale and command structure fared inside. So we should not necessarily expect the wizards to follow blindly at first, nor a warm welcome.
 
   Rosa made Ryliss and Maya throat scarves that had the same enchantment on them as Maya’s First Day dress so neither of them would appear as dark elves and cause even more distrust.
 
   Maya and I were assigned the Water Tower. The other group preparing below was a late addition to our scheme, a strike team of dwarves led by Elsa. Apparently, when we first started including Elsa in our planning, she cornered Rosa and asked her to open a portal to the dwarf capital so she could grab some of her team. Their job was to find and retrieve the last of the magic supply crates from Warehouse 13. Unfortunately, as the guard force found out that fateful day when the school fell, Warehouse 13 is very close to the front gates, so the chances of encountering undead are pretty much a sure thing. I knew from Rosa’s thoughts that she wanted whatever is in those crates very badly, so she readily agreed to Elsa’s proposal. By coincidence, it seems a much younger Rosa had actually visited the dwarf capital in her youth so she’d had an accurate spot in her mind picked out to place the portal for the trip.
 
   I snickered when I imagined the reaction of the dwarves when a magic portal suddenly appeared in the middle of one of their meeting squares. I suppose if one of your own, and a princess at that, is the first one through, it would salve over the situation. Word has it that she marched into the tavern where most of her ‘boys’ were drinking and slammed a two pound chunk of bacon on the table, shouting, “Who’s with me?” From the report I heard, she had to leave a number of disgruntled volunteers behind.
 
   It looked like most of the preparations were winding down, but it was still another twenty minutes or so before Rosa gathered up the courage to speak to everyone. “Can I have your attention please?” Her voice was barely louder than normal, and I could see her struggling with the discomfort of speaking to a large group. I brushed Nia off my shoulder with a nod toward my mentor, and the clever pixie darted over and cast the amplification spell just as she had in front of another portal not long ago.
 
   “Thank you again, Nia. Alright, could I have your attention, please? Thank you. As you know, in a few minutes, I am going to open a portal to Xarparion between the Wind and Water Towers. Once the portal is open, Nia will fly through and see if it’s clear. Since she is the smallest, she has the most likely chance of avoiding a trap if there is one. Once she is safely back and the coast is clear, we will go into phase two.”
 
   “At this point, Alex and Maya will go through, followed shortly by Captain Higs and his men.” Higs saluted Rosa and the other guards sang out a savage bark of martial spirit. “With the immediate area under our control, Elsa and her dwarves have volunteered to do a surprise run to Warehouse 13 to grab the rest of the gear there. You all understand that even though it’s not that far from the portal, you are on your own, correct?”
 
   Elsa beamed confidently. “Stealth is our business; we won’t be seen unless we want to be.”
 
   Rosa nodded again. “At this point, the trio of young druids will fly to the top of the Wind Tower and try to make contact with the students inside. Having done that, they will hurry them down to the main lobby area on the first floor for evacuation. Remember, people are limited in what they can bring along; if they can’t run with it, it stays behind. Alex and Maya will do the same for the Water Tower. Any questions?”
 
   One of the dwarves spoke up. “From what I understand, you wizards put up this stone wall around the towers in the first place, right? Why don’t you just take it down and walk through the front door?”
 
   Rosa smiled, seemingly more comfortable with the situation now that she was in the middle of it. “Good question. If the students have followed standard practice, then they would have warded or trapped the entire first floor. Anyone who walked in would be walking into their death. The only ones who can remove the wards quickly enough for our purposes are the ones who placed them in the first place.”
 
   Rosa continued, “With that underway, Hons and his team will then start their work on taking down the walls. Once that is done, the rescued students will be funneled back here by the guardsmen. Any more questions?”
 
   “Yeah, why aren’t we taking the twins, I mean the dragon girls?” a guardsman in the back questioned with a grin.
 
   “Remember this is a stealth operation. The silvers, powerful as they are, are a bit too obvious to use for this operation, the goal here is to not be seen.” The man shrugged, seemingly accepting that answer.
 
   With no other questions, Rosa brought me over to the portal and gave me a crash course in portal operation and travel. She had added a number of new features; depending on the setting, the portal will run autonomously, or it could be customized for time of day, or even passwords. She also made sure only an enchanter could alter the base commands, so that a portal couldn’t be hijacked and used against us like a pirate capturing a ship.
 
   “This should be fun,” Maya exhaled beside me as we waited our turn.
 
   I turned and smiled at her. “You always say that.”
 
   “That’s because it’s always fun when we get to fight alongside each other!”
 
   “You know, I’m still not sure who the crazy one is around here.”
 
   She smiled brightly as she fiddled with Winya as a dagger in her hand, like a child with a shiny toy. “Oh, that would definitely be me, trust me on that one.”
 
   Nia came blasting through the portal in front of us with a serious look on her face. “The coast is clear! Looks like all the undead were either at the old portal sites or along the walls. I barely saw any inside the school grounds. Burrr…it’s really cold there, too.”
 
   “Are the students alright?” asked Rosa.
 
   She shrugged. “Didn’t see anything telling me they wouldn’t be, the towers are still sealed up.”
 
   “Excellent! Higs, waiting on your orders,” I said.
 
   The new captain smiled and unsheathed the sword I had enchanted for him, what seemed so long ago. “We’re ready; let’s go get our people back!”
 
   With that, Maya and I drew our weapons and charged through the portal. We came through the other side in only a few seconds but time almost came to a standstill when we emerged. The wondrous Xarparion campus was now a gore-covered battle field. There were bodies everywhere; staff, guards, wizards, undead, horses, and even some small children. Here and there, small flocks of crows feasted on the remains, hopping from body to body in a gruesome dance. In a way, the cold that permeated the air and made our breath come out in clouds of moisture was a blessing; at least our noses would catch a break. I was surprised that the dead were still here, I would have expected the Lifebane to have resurrected these poor souls into his foul army. The only thing I could think of was he left them here as a warning of sorts. 
 
   Maya reached out and squeezed my hand reassuringly and murmured, “Oh, yes, there will be a day of judgment for this.”
 
   Higs and his men grimly filed out of the portal behind us and took their places, forming a perimeter around the portal. The dwarves, Elsa at the lead, followed and silently made their way to their objective with the map Rosa gave them. Finally, the girls came out with Hons and his team.
 
   “Not the same as any of us remember it, is it?” said Hons hollowly.
 
   “No, it isn’t.”
 
   He cringed a bit as his hands formed into fists. “They are going to pay for this, I promise you that.”
 
   “In time, Hons,” Lin growled. “Right now, we need to free our people before the undead know we’re here.”
 
   “Right, sorry; we will get to work then.” Hons and the others went to work on the Wind Tower leaving the druids with us.
 
   “Have fun you three,” said Maya.
 
   “Have fun she says, when they get the Water Tower and we’re stuck with the jackass wind users,” Lin spat on the ground and groused as they stalked off. I looked at Nia and motioned for her to go with them. She nodded and did so without complaint.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Ryliss
 
   Jules, Lin and I took on hawk forms; the trip up to the top of the Wind Tower was hardly a few beats of our wings to reach. The top of this tower had a pointed roof, sheathed in some form of coppery metal. A central flagpole projected from the top with the now ragged banner of the Wind Tower drooping heavily in the light breeze. With no apparent entrance there, we had to land on the topmost balcony overlooking Central and the portal far below.
 
   In the past few days, I had been working non-stop with the two druid girls to make some sense of the revelation that Prince Alex’s mother had revealed, that I was a druid, too. Not the moves-rocks-and-summon-lightning type, but more the shape-changing, friend-of-nature type. I found all this very funny and ironic, seeing that I am the least attuned-to-nature dark elf that I know. Julia says that the Earth Mother picks her servants, not the other way around; so I must have a purpose in life that is yet hidden.
 
   I do know that the more time I spend with Naurakka, the more in touch I am with her savage feelings. It’s like I feel her blood running through my own veins. Not a very scholarly explanation, but it is the truth. But there have been a lot of occasions where there has been no scholarly explanation during this adventure. 
 
   The wings that Prince Alex and Maya have acquired are most curious. Not having been raised around much magic, I am stunned that they even work. Neither human or elf bodies were ever meant to have wings; but then, who am I to talk–I’m a hawk right now.”
 
   The balcony was large enough to hold all three of us as we returned to our natural forms. Lin and Julia as humans, and me as a dark elf magically disguised as a human; all of us in standard earth wizard robes.
 
   Jules tapped tentatively on the leaded crystal door that appeared to lead to the interior. When no one answered, she shrugged and looked at me, at a loss for what to do next. Sighing, I produced a small bone dagger from my robes and slid it into the seam between the two swinging doors. A brief bump up on the latch released the doors to open inward and we walked inside, closing the doors behind us.
 
   The room was empty save for some classroom chairs and tables and a huge number of gaudy tapestries on the walls, all depicting great cataclysmic events of wind damage. Great, another wizard discipline that teaches destruction before creation. These guys were starting to sound like the fire wizards’ only slightly less evil twins from the stories that Lin and Jules told me.
 
   We quickly hit the corridor and found all the other classrooms on this level empty as well. Racing down the steps, Lin complained, “By the stars, Jules, slow down, you’re going to trip and kill yourself!”
 
   The next level had larger classrooms yet, and again was completely deserted. Bursting down the steps to the next level, we found it to be one large circular room. Windows extended across all the walls in this place, giving it the appearance of a child’s fishbowl. Forty or so astonished wind wizards, students and staff looked back at us from the windows on the central building’s side, where they had been watching the guardsmen below defending the portal.
 
   Julia plowed to a stop and raised her voice, “Come on, you guys; we’ve come to rescue you!” The two druids walked casually to the middle of the group and I followed, eyeing the wind users carefully.
 
   Three of the older male students stalked up in their grey robes, inspecting us like we were some new form of insect.
 
   “And who are you?” the tallest demanded.
 
   “I’m Julia from the Earth Tower,” Jules bubbled, smiling and scanning the crowd. “Hey, Sammi, Petra, Besha…you remember me!” Three younger wizard girls at the back of the group nodded in half-hearted assent. “Ok, get whatever is valuable to you and can be carried on the run; we need to leave this place in less than five minutes.”
 
   “We’re not going anywhere until we get some answers,” growled the same older student. “And never, ever call a wind wizard by their real name. We don’t need your help; we have a plan of our own.”
 
   “No time,” Lin called out to everyone. “Your outer wall is coming down, so we all have to be ready to leave!” She and Jules attempted to bypass the three aggressive ones and appeal directly to the main group, but the loud one’s two friends grabbed them by the collars as they passed by and threw them roughly to the floor.
 
   “You two dirt crawlers weren’t listening, we don’t take orders from apprentices! Maybe we’ll just hold you three here until someone with real authority comes looking for you.”
 
   My punch took the first of the three squarely in the solar plexus, and I watched his eyes bug out as his lungs stopped working and he dropped to the floor unable to draw a breath. Spinning, my elbow caught his companion in the same spot, with similar results. Before the crowd could draw a full breath, I had the loud-mouthed one on his knees, my one arm locked around his forehead, and the other hand tickling his throat. I was concentrated on maintaining eye contact with the group, but the hand at his larynx felt strange and it strained at my control.
 
   Lin looked up fearfully from the floor and stuttered, “Ry…Ryliss, your hand!”
 
   Without letting up the pressure in the slightest, I risked a quick glance to my right hand. Surprisingly, large two-inch claws extended wickedly out from where my fingers should have been. The rest of my hand was changed as well, soft underpads had grown on the bottom, and dense black fur ran across the top well past my wrist. I flexed slightly in surprise, and a small rivulet of blood ran down the neck of the wind boy, who was frozen in terror.
 
   An older grey-robed man, probably a teacher, plowed through the crowd angrily. “You there, unhand that student at once!”
 
   With a shrug, I complied, shoving the jerk away to join his buddies on the floor. As Lin and Julia got back on their feet, I looked at my Jag’uri paw curiously, then snarled and addressed the wind wizards loudly, “In exactly two minutes, the outside wall protecting this tower is coming down whether you are ready or not. Fifty people out there are risking their lives to give you this chance to escape to safety. Personally, I don’t care in the slightest if you come or not. But if you wish to live, I suggest you remove the wards from the main floor immediately, and start filing down there so you can run for it the instant Hons opens the door. Xarparion guards will escort you through the portal. Follow their instructions! Now move!” 
 
   The teacher’s mouth popped open but no sound came out as he fought to process the information. By now the three belligerent ones were back on their feet and readying spells.
 
   “If you think wind wizards are going to be ordered around by some slip of a girl, then you don’t know us very well!” the one I had bloodied spat viciously.
 
   I felt a slight weight on my shoulder and felt the breeze from a tiny pair of wings as they settled there.
 
   “And which little slip of a girl are you referring to, bub?” Nia called out loudly, leveling her twin toothpicks of doom at the three.
 
   The crowd immediately drew back, and I heard murmurs of consternation, “It’s the Combat Pixie from the tournament! Remember what she did to those fire jerks?”
 
   Starting out low but reaching a crescendo in seconds, the room was filled with the highly amplified buzzing of extremely agitated hornets, causing the younger students to clap their hands to their ears and crouch down low in panic. Abruptly it stopped, but Nia’s voice still boomed just as loudly, “Whatever these druid girls said to do, do! Do it now!” she screamed, crazily waving her small swords around pointing at the crowd.
 
   Immediately, like a plug pulled from the bottom of a water-filled sink, the room drained of its inhabitants. The wind wizards, the three punks included, charged down the steps like a vision of hell was behind them. Left alone, the teacher finally found his voice and he shook a finger at all of us. “The Headmaster will hear of this, don’t think he won’t!” Pale faced, he turned and ran after his students.
 
   Lin hugged Jules and looked at me. “Whoa, Ryliss, way to go all dark elf warrior on them. Maya couldn’t have done it better herself! Hey, can you teach me that thing you did with your paw?”
 
   I blushed at the rare praise, absently scratching at the back of my hand where the puma fur was still slowly receding, and grinned. “Well, the training manuals recommend taking a firm stance when faced with panicked civilians.”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   We watched Lin, Jules and Ryliss change into hawks and launch themselves into the air. This left just Maya and me. “Shall we?”
 
   She frowned and put her helmet on. “Ready when you are, Magic Boy. But one thing, Alex; don’t dwell on what we see on the ground here. Think about what we are about to accomplish…stay positive.”
 
   I sealed my own helmet in place and launched myself into the air after her. The past few days of workouts had strengthened our wings considerably, allowing us the freedom to fly for hours if needed, so the relatively short distance to the top of the tower was no trouble at all for us.
 
   Maya touched down first on one of the uppermost balconies and stepped aside to give me room to land as well. As Lin had said, our wings were that of a giant snow owl, in style anyway, meaning they were completely silent in flight and had excellent agility and speed.
 
   We shrunk our wings down and away as we both moved to the door. The door was made of stained glass with waterfall symbols and looked rather expensive. I reached out for the handle but Maya grabbed my arm.
 
   “Alex, this is a stealth mission. I am the one who’s good with the sneaking abilities, so I should be the one to open the door.” I shrugged and let her go first; she did have a fair point, after all. She tried the handle. “Locked.” Well, that figures…wait, why did she sound happy that it was locked? Next thing I knew, her fist was through the glass door, shattering it into hundreds of pieces. The rest of it was no barrier to our armor either.
 
   “What happened to stealth?”
 
   “Nothing, I just really always hated that pretentious window,” she said smugly. “Now come on, we have water wizards to scare so try not to clank too much, Mr. Walking Armory.” She swayed her hips and hit me in the side as she went in. The top floor was pretty much empty, not even stocked with furniture; so we continued through a door in the back of the room that led to a staircase. I knew we needed to go down, but that was about all I knew, and I had never been in one of these towers before, so I had no idea what the layout was either.
 
   Maya didn’t seem to think that was a problem, though. We passed quite a few doors making our way down with her only stopping for a second at the occasional door. I lost count of how many doors we passed when she stopped at one that didn’t look any different from any other door. She held up her hand, signaling for me to stop. She put her helmet on the door and listened for a second before pulling my head to the door with her. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she was having fun with this. Finally, I could hear the voices from inside.
 
   “Sis, you need to eat. Even if it’s just these crummy crackers and salt pork, you have to keep up your strength.”
 
   “Why? Ranny, do you still think anyone is going to save us? It’s been weeks now. We don’t even know if the others made it out safe or not; and even if they did and came back, the undead are still here,” said a girl from inside. That name sounded familiar, so did that voice. While I was pondering that, my dark elf snickered and took off her helm, handing it to me.
 
   Maya silently opened the door, revealing a young boy and his older sister standing at the room’s window, looking out. This side of the tower faced out, so they weren’t watching our operation in the main courtyard. There was a large bed in the middle of the room, and Winya activated the enchantments that lightened the weight of our armor just as Maya leaped on the bed, rolled on her stomach and propped her chin on her palms, kicking her feet playfully behind her.
 
   “Soooo…” Both water wizards let out a startled squeak and spun around, plastering their backs to the window. “You two looking for a rescue? I hope you are up-to-date on your damsel-in-distress classes or this could get awkward.” Maya winked. 
 
   “Who the…hey, wait a minute! You’re that hot…I mean that lovely woman who was Alex’s date at the dance after the tournament!” Ranny gaped in amazement. “And you’re wearing his kind of armor, too! Who are you?” 
 
   Maya grinned and laid it on thick. Her wings sprouted out of her back once again and flapped gently. She even turned on the glow a bit, which I must say, added to her silver and white armor and made an absolutely stunning combination. “Would you accept a guardian angel?”
 
   Ranny and his sister were absolutely stunned. “Are you real?” asked Ranny.
 
   “Depends; do you want me to be?” She smiled.
 
   Ranny looked rather confused. “Yes?”
 
   His sister, a tall brunette, was a bit more energetic about it. “Yes! Please be real. Oh, and is Alex with you?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   Maya’s wings vanished, the glowing stopped and she sprung to her feet. “Great, glad that’s out of the way, now let’s round up the rest of your friends and get you out of here. Oh, I almost forgot to introduce myself. My name is Maya and I’m sure you know my mate.” Smirking outrageously, she grabbed my shoulder plates and pulled me into view, watching the brunette’s face fall in disappointment as I removed my helm.
 
   “Hey, Ranny, how have things been?” I grinned sheepishly.  He looked older and quite a bit more mature than that day I fought him in the tournament.
 
   “Alex! Wow! The food sucks, but it’s better than being outside. If you’re getting us out of here, then it’s about to be a lot better.”
 
   “Indeed, where is everyone else?”
 
   “They are in the lower areas. My sister and I are some of the youngest here so they told us to stay in our rooms. The older students and a few teachers are on the second floor to hold off the undead if they make it in.”
 
   “You still have teachers here?”
 
   “Yeah, they weren’t in Central when it was hit, so they ran back here. They were the ones who told the earth wizards to seal us in.”
 
   “Why didn’t you people leave with us?” asked Maya.
 
   “We wanted to, but the teachers said it was safer to wait it out for the undead to leave; but it’s been weeks and you can still see them in the streets.”
 
   “No matter, I guess. We need to get everyone gathered in the lobby for the earth wizards to reopen the tower.”
 
   Ranny nodded energetically. “We can help with that, I think. Come on, we will take you to the others.” He started gathering up some of his belongings while his sister openly gawked at Maya.
 
   “Are you dead?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Are you dead? You have wings like an angel and you glow like one, so are you dead like one?”
 
   “No, not dead just not what we once were,” my dark elf muttered, now looking very self-conscious. I could see she was wondering if her showing off had backfired on her.
 
   “Let’s just say we’ve had some life-changing experiences since you last saw us. We’d love to tell you all about it, but we need to get you guys moving,” I supplied, hurrying them along. 
 
   The two of them led us down yet more stairs, stopping every now and then at another set of doors to see if the residents were there. When we actually found people, they all asked the same questions; ‘who are you?’, ‘what are you?’, and ‘are you going to save us?’ But it was still easy to convince them after they got a good look at the two of us, the memories of the last tournament being one of the last good times most of them had of Xarparion. 
 
   It didn’t take too terribly long for us to get to the second floor. Ranny and his sister went off to round up everyone else so we could talk to the teachers. There were three blue-robed teachers, two men and a woman who all jumped at our approach.
 
   “What the…who are you people?” one of the male instructors shouted nervously, preparing a ball of water in his hand. The other two teachers flanked him, doing the same.
 
   “Relax, we’re from the Enchanters Hall. We’re here to free all of you,” Maya said calmly, but forcefully.
 
   “Enchanters? We’re supposed to trust our lives to enchanters?” the robed female instructor questioned dubiously.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know; we’re the scum of the magic world. We’ve heard it all before,” I snarled, reacting to the look on her face. “Like it or not, the stone wall protecting this tower is going to be coming down in less than a minute. So you have a choice; follow us through the portal outside to safety, or stay here without a wall over your front door. Now we need you and your students to move!”
 
   The teachers stewed in that for a bit as more students started to gather around. Ranny came up to me. “This is everyone who’s left, Alex; we’re ready to go.”
 
   “Ranny! Why are you reporting to that enchanter? We’re still in charge of this tower, not them,” scolded the woman.
 
   “Sorry, teacher, but they are here to save us,” Ranny blurted out bravely, and then he turned to the assembly of students and raised his voice. “Alex is a good guy; he’s the one who won the tournament, and we can trust him.” Then he looked over at me. “The only problem is the wards in front of the main door were made by Master Tisdar, and he died from a ghoul bite. It will take us hours to take them all down safely.”
 
   Maya and I looked over the balcony rail at the entry area below. From this vantage point, nothing looked too out of place. Switching to mage sight, I instantly found twenty circles placed on the floor. All were ice spike traps that were set to go off by movement.
 
   I turned to Maya and talked to her through Winya. “Ice spike traps, twenty of them, set for proximity movement.” Maya nodded and walked over to one on the stone railings. She broke half of it off with her hands and almost no effort; then nonchalantly tossed it over the side, right into the middle of the traps. The stone shattering on the floor sent bits and pieces in all directions, and the traps cooperated by detonating in rapid succession with loud cracks. The ice shards each trap put out flew up into the air and, upon landing, caused even more traps to trigger. In a matter of seconds, all twenty were depleted and dead. 
 
   Maya turned back to the teachers and students and smirked. “All clear; let’s go.”
 
   As if on cue, the front door swung open and Hons was standing there. “Let’s move it, people! We’ve been here too long already!”
 
   The students behind us all started scrambling for the door. Maya and I followed them out, nodding to Hons and his team as they took over. Outside, not much had changed. The Wind Tower was cracked open and I caught what looked like the last batch of wind users going though the portal. The druid girls were there standing off by themselves, so we walked over to them.
 
   When we got there, Nia took her normal place on my shoulder as we talked with the disgruntled druids.
 
   “What happened with you three?”
 
   “Wind users are very rude,” said Julia.
 
   “Jerks,” commented Lin.
 
   “They hated me, even without knowing I’m a dark elf,” Ryliss growled.
 
   Suddenly, someone behind us started screaming. I turned to see a sight I had hoped to never see again. A minotaur demon had just appeared out of nowhere and was goring a guardsman to death. Behind him, three more demons that looked like scarlet red boars with razor sharp, ten-inch tusks materialized in a puff of brimstone-scented smoke. The minotaur looked a lot like the one I had battled in my brief trip to the hell dimension, except he was smaller. 
 
   Hons, who was bringing up the rear of the water wizards, literally started picking up the smaller kids and throwing them toward the portal. The other earth wizards with him were doing the same. 
 
   “Get out of here, girls; we will deal with our red friends here,” Maya commanded. “Nia, get to the portal and protect everyone going through while we handle these things.”
 
   I knew the pixie didn’t want to leave but she knew what she had to do. With them gone and the demons still coming our way, we drew our weapons and readied ourselves. “At least this one is smaller,” I said.
 
   “Smaller? It’s bigger than Somnus, and you say it’s smaller?”
 
   “Notice I said smaller, not small.”
 
   “So how do we kill it?”
 
   “Well, stabbing it with its own horn worked for me.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan; you distract it and I’ll kill it.”
 
   Maya vanished from my side in a blink, leaving me with a pissed demonic minotaur to deal with. Just as the other one did, this one seemed to like bull rushing its target; but then again, it is a bull so that makes sense. But this time, I had my shield with me. Setting my feet firmly on the ground, I leaned my shoulder into the back of the shield and let the full weight of my gear work for me. He hit the shield like a knight’s charger full-tilt on. I heard a crunch as his horns snapped, and he slid stunned to the ground. I picked up a piece of horn and jammed it into his bovine ear canal. Before he could rise up and shake it out, a well-aimed hammer blow drove the horn through the side of the beast’s head; my hammer spike followed neatly behind and turned brain matter to mush.
 
   Off to my side, I heard Maya, “Aww, you killed it too fast; I didn’t get a chance.”
 
   “I have a feeling that scarcity isn’t going to be a problem,” I said, scooping up the other horn and sticking it in my pouch. Oddly, the demon wasn’t dissolving like it did in the arena plane; it just became another of hundreds of corpses on the ground. While I couldn’t see her, I knew that my dark elf had moved off to engage one of the boar demons that were battling with our guardsman. From the cries of dismay I was hearing, it didn’t sound like ordinary weapons were even able to scratch the demons. I moved my shield in front of a pair of guards who were trying to hold off one of them. “You boys tighten up the circle around the portal. As soon as those dwarves get back, we need to leave. I’ll take this pig.” They gratefully retreated closer to the portal. The boar, while not as strong as the minotaur, was built a lot closer to the ground, and seemed to be just made for hooking its tusks under my shield and tilting it up in order to slide under my defenses. A few heavy taps from my hammer convinced him that his conduct made for a very bad little pig. Finally, after he plowed into my ankles a few dozen times, I was able to sweep the spike end of my war hammer through an eye and into his skull, downing him for good. Thankfully, at least on this plane, the demons didn’t seem to be able to regenerate. 
 
   Maya came skipping up, Winya in one hand and a handful of boar tusks in the other.
 
   “My first demon kills; these will make a nice trophy. These guys don’t seem to like Winya’s blade much. But I can see what you mean; they are amazingly strong and not the easiest to kill. I would hate to face a lot of them.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I don’t think these are very high level demons, but it’s disturbing that they are here at all from what my father tells me,” I said, walking back and tossing the remaining minotaur horn through the portal. Maya did the same with her tusks. All the students and earth wizards were through the portal, leaving just the guardsmen, us, and an agitated Combat Pixie on this side.
 
   “Just waiting on the dwarves now, Sir,” answered Higs of my unasked question. We waited for about five more minutes; the group of us dispatching about a dozen undead that had wandered into our area. 
 
   “Look, there they are,” Maya whistled in awe, and pointed. “Looks like they have company.” A troupe of black-clad dwarves came boiling around the corner of one of the low buildings, just past the towers. They were moving in a rough box formation with the dwarves in the center straining under the weight of several large crates, while the outer warriors fought off a hungry pack of ghouls that was dogging them. With all the milling about, I couldn’t count the exact number of dwarves, but it sure didn’t look like twenty. Fortunately, I caught sight of Elsa barking orders at the front of the formation. They appeared to be holding their own against the ghouls, but the real threat was from the skies. There was a cloud of red bat-like demons with membrane wings flying overhead and spitting fireballs down into the dwarf formation, screaming and cackling in high-pitched shrieks.
 
   “Higs, Nia, help them out with the ghouls; we will take the demons. Once finished, get everyone through the portal, even you.”
 
   “Yes, Sir!”
 
   The Combat Pixie darted forward and centered a nasty fireball in the middle of the ghoul pack that toasted about half of them in an instant. The rest of the guardsmen waded in and helped lift the crates off the backs of the exhausted dwarves and ran them through the portal.
 
   Maya and I flew up to meet the winged demons. Winya’s crossbow clacked away softly as she strafed the first wave of three, tearing holes through their flimsy membrane wings and joints. Up close, these demons didn’t look that tough, but there were a lot of them. As usual, Winya in her sword form pared through them nicely, but my hammer didn’t really seem capable of dealing out a death blow. Oh, it hurt them alright, but it just wouldn’t put them completely down. Frustrated with my lack of offensive punch and tired of dodging fireballs, I dived in and grabbed one physically, ripping off a scythe-shaped claw in the process and stabbing it through the neck with it. The demon howled piteously as it plowed face first into the field below us. Using the claw, I dispatched several more, but never approached Maya’s body count. With the last one dead and spiraling down to the ground, we flapped cautiously back to back, looking around and assessing the situation.
 
   I contacted Rosa in my mind. “Is everyone through yet?”
 
   “Yes, just waiting on you two.”
 
   “Be there in a minute.”
 
   Maya swung around so she could see my face, but still scan for trouble. “Alex, something is bothering me,” she said uneasily. “If the Lifebane had flying demons at his command here, they could have taken out the two towers at any time; why didn’t he?”
 
   I looked at her and her deep green eyes widened, and we spoke at the same time.
 
   “Bait!”
 
   Below us by the portal, the hundreds of corpses in the commons that we had stepped over during the entire operation started to stand up. Eyeless and gouged beyond recognition by carrion birds, they still had the prime directive to kill, as they staggered ever closer to the blue ring.
 
   “Rosa, close and withdraw the portal now!”
 
   “Alex, it’s a trap! I can’t leave you two there!” Rosa cried.
 
   “You have to! We’ll be fine. We’ll find a clear spot out in the woods later and you can open the portal there; but close it now!” I saw the portal’s blue signature color fade and wink out before the first zombie reached the gate.
 
   “Just so you know, there is a very annoyed pixie here right now. Stay safe, my children,” Rosa sent. “Call me when you are ready for the portal.”
 
   Maya and I flapped lazily a few hundred feet in the air over the spot where the portal had vanished, watching the zombies below crash into each other and flail about impotently.
 
   “Ha!” Maya laughed melodiously. “We got all the wizards out of both towers, and the Lich was still too slow in springing his trap.”
 
   Suddenly, the ground shook and we could even feel the low vibrations through the air. Below us and slightly to our left, the cut stone parapets of the huge central tower seemed to flake off like stale pastry and fall to the ground a hundred feet below. The flat roof of the structure burst open and the entire top of the structure blew outward like a wet dog shaking itself; rock, wood beams and mortar spewing in all directions. Slowly emerging from the wreckage was a huge draconic head, easily three times the size of Dawn’s or Dusk’s. Wings followed; and to our amazement, a full-grown, white-hued dragon hoisted itself up onto the top of the tower remains. It roared a mighty challenge that shook every remaining structure on the campus. Since we were the largest things currently in the air over its head, I could see its huge plate-sized eyes track and lock on to us. Bunching up its massive leg muscles, tendons straining at the tension, it threw itself into the sky.
 
   “Run! Err…fly!” I shouted. From my brief glimpse of the monster and what I remembered from Rosa’s books, whites were tough guys. Unlike the sleek silvers, these dragons were much stockier and had shorter, thicker necks. Air speed and maneuverability would never match a silver dragon either, but they were built like brick privies. And they had all the prerequisite dragon parts; huge teeth and claws, nearly invulnerable scales and, of course, the breath weapon. A white’s breath weapon was comparable to a silver’s; but where Dawn’s and Dusk’s breath cones were highly variable for the situation, a white’s was more like a red dragon’s gout of flame–uncontrolled mayhem. It was a weapon that would pretty much freeze everything in its path indiscriminately; but then, they are truly evil and don’t really care.
 
   “Alex, this way,” Maya sent through our link with Winya. Looking ahead, I could see where she was headed, the huge pine forests outside Xarparion. We had built up a decent lead and it was holding for the moment, but a quick glance back confirmed that the white was following and pumping its wings hard. I could tell Winya was finishing up relaying my knowledge of white dragons on to my dark elf owl maiden.
 
   “So I take it this isn’t one of the nice dragons?” Maya sent sarcastically. “Any point in trying to reason with it?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Good,” she smirked.
 
   I paused, a little taken aback by that remark, but decided to fill her in with more information. “Whites are evil bastards, probably the least intelligent of all the dragons. But don’t underestimate them; a stupid dragon is still smarter than most mages. They’re basically the twins’ nasty cousins; either one of our girls could easily take this guy if they were full grown, but that’s not going to happen. Anecdotally, white dragons are probably the very critters that made you dark elves so afraid of dragons.”
 
   “Dark elves fear no dragon, Magic Boy,” she corrected me.
 
   “Oh yeah? You were pretty scared in my foster parents’ stable when you found out what the twins were.”
 
   “Do not confuse surprise and loathing for fear,” Maya said aristocratically.
 
   “Right… So what’s our plan?”
 
   “Plan? You think I have a plan?”
 
   “You always have a plan for these things,” I chuckled.
 
   “Really? You honestly think I woke up one morning and made a battle plan tailored for the highly improbable event that one day I would sprout wings and have to fight a dragon in the air?” 
 
   “Um, yes.”
 
   She giggled a bit, which I thought was odd considering that we had a dragon trying to eat us at the moment. “Ah, my love, you know me so well. Follow me!”
 
   Dipping our wings, we dived into the forest below, gliding soundlessly through the trees. This was classic old growth, giant white pines rising 250 feet or more over the mossy, fern-covered underbrush. The bases of some of these grand trees were wider than my wingspan. I couldn’t imagine even a dragon wanted to hazard hitting many of these. As we dropped below the upper canopy, there was almost no breeze; and light only penetrated in occasional shafts of light stabbing down from above. Our eyes adapted to the lower light automatically, and I noticed small animal life, insects, and small birds, moving quickly out of our way. Soon the trees were so thick, we had to constantly shift sideways and tuck in our wings slightly, to continue to fly. Fortunately, this was exactly the type of environment that our owl wings were created for; it was actually fun while it lasted. But our descent had slowed us down considerably, and now our sharper ears could pick up the rockslide sounds of the big white passing overhead with his massive leathery wings. Circling, he headed back to the spot where we had first dipped down into the trees and started blasting the forest below, hoping that we were just hidden in place. The unfortunate trees where his breath weapon hit froze to the core instantly. The abrupt expansion of the liquids inside exploded the bark and small branches outward off the trunks like siege engine shrapnel. 
 
   Still well away from the destruction, I watched as Maya slowed, flared her wings, and dropped soundlessly to the forest floor. She sprinted under a huge deadfall and I followed as quietly as possible. As soon as I joined her under cover, she ripped off both our helms, and threw herself into my arms and kissed me passionately.
 
   “Isn’t this exciting?” she gushed, practically dancing up and down like a schoolgirl.
 
   “Why, yes,” I deadpanned. “I have always wanted to tangle with yet another monstrously oversized evil dragon.”
 
   “I know, right? Isn’t this fantastic? Ok, are you ready for this?” she bubbled with a bit more enthusiasm in her voice than I was comfortable with.
 
   “Ready for what? I think we can get away if we’re really quiet…”
 
   She silenced me with a disapproving look from those emerald eyes and shook her head.
 
   “Alex, we can’t leave it running rampant around the countryside. What if it shows up at Sky Raven when we aren’t there? Or worse yet, supporting the Duke’s army? Right now, we have the odds in our favor; we need to put this mad dog down.”
 
   “You’re wayyyy too happy about this, you know,” I muttered accusingly.
 
   “It will be a fantastic story to tell our many, many children.” She stroked the side of my face with her slim gauntleted hand, grinning coquettishly. “Now here’s the plan…you distract him and I will do the rest.”
 
   I groaned. “Well, I really hate that plan, but I guess I don’t have a better one. Just remember, I don’t know to what extent even Winya is going to be able to pierce that armor. If it turns out she can’t, promise me that you will give this up. We need both the Child of Darkness and the Child of Light to defeat the Duke. One or both of us getting eaten will not further the cause.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah…sure, sure,” Maya tittered, reaching up on her toes to give me one last peck on the lips and then put her helm back on. “Shhhh, he’s getting closer.” 
 
   I watched her step out from under the deadfall and leap into the air, instantly fading from view as Winya triggered the suit’s enchantments. A few seconds later, she was gone and even my enhanced vision couldn’t track her.
 
   Ok, great. What would distract a ten-ton behemoth with a really bad attitude? Cautiously, I unsheathed my war hammer and took to the air, straining my ears to try and locate the white’s current position. It wasn’t too hard; he actually made a lot of noise in flight. At the moment, he was flying in a loose circle and occasionally sending an icy blast randomly into the forest. Beating my wings softly, I rose up into the peaks of the great trees, cruising just below the tops. 
 
   With a slight push, I popped up and spotted him moving away from me, the tip of his long tail swishing back and forth only a few feet from my head. Believe me, the view from this end of an adult male dragon is anything but gorgeous. Re-sheathing my hammer, I extended my loaded gauntlet and fired three steel bolts at the soft, fleshy parts beneath the tail.
 
   Now, normally, the ordinary non-magical steel bolts would ding off a dragon’s hide so easily he might not even notice; but amazingly, this simple act of defiance caught his attention very well. With a super-cooled screech of blind rage, he whipped around and fired a massive boiling cloud of ice over the tops of the trees.
 
   My top half caught a glancing blast as I instantly dropped like a rock back down into the cover of the forest. Even in my armor with its undersuit, I felt a distinct chill as I rolled over and bolted for ground level, turning ninety degrees to the left as I descended frantically. As I got closer to the ground and the warmer, denser air, I noticed frost steaming off my armor in a contrail behind me. A little voice in the back of my head wondered if the icy dragon breath could cause even my armor to become brittle enough to shatter; best not to find out…
 
   Flying hard and dodging trees, I tried to put some distance between us. Unfortunately, he had the high ground advantage and was flying clear of obstructions above the tree tops. Another wave of frost lashed out at me from above. My wider field of raptor vision warned me barely in time to dodge as the trees around me took the bulk of the damage, spewing out bark shards and sending limbs cascading to the ground noisily.
 
   Practically flying sideways, I ducked into a particularly dense area, which I hoped would shield me from his view. Once in, I changed directions again and then again a minute later staying low to the ground. Above me, the beast slowed up perceptibly, his huge grayish-white head with flared nostrils sweeping back and forth trying to pick up either my scent or a visual.
 
   The dragon and I followed this strange dance of fox and hare for several minutes. He didn’t dare follow me into the heavy woods, but I couldn’t face him directly above the trees either. Sighing, I contented myself with doing my job and being bait, trusting in my dark elf mate. 
 
   I found a particularly effective method was to fly a short ways out from him staying down low near the forest floor. I would glow up my wings brightly for a few moments, then darken and change course immediately. I imagined it looked pretty impressive to see the forest light up like a paper party lantern. In any case, whether it was the effects of the Nova’s holy light or just frustration about what I was doing, I held the white’s angry full attention admirably.
 
   “Gotcha!” I heard Maya’s thoughts across Winya’s link. 
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   Alex was doing a superb job of keeping the monster agitated and flying slowly in a search pattern, ideal for my purposes. As I clamped my legs down on either side of its broad neck just behind its scaly head, I’m pretty sure he didn’t even notice at first. I retracted my wings and Winya activated my cling enchantments, which effectively glued me to the beast. For better or worse, I was now committed. I spared a quick glance at the canopy below admiring Alex’s light show, but now it was my turn.
 
   Drawing my sword, I breathed, “Winya, let’s see if we can end this in one shot; give me your best effort!”
 
   The words ‘Winya Coia’ on the side of my weapon flashed brightly as I brought her down in a slash right where the neck and head met. Sparks flew off in a sparkling wave, and the beast’s neck scales were scored deeply, but nothing penetrated into actual dragon flesh.
 
   “Ow!” Winya complained. “That really hurt! Better hold on.” With a roar that I’m sure could have been clearly heard ten miles away, the white thrashed its serpent head around trying to find its tormentor. It could reach just about anywhere, but not the spot where I sat.
 
   “Ok, Winya, how should we do this then? Any ideas?” I noticed that Alex was energetically trying to increase the frequency of his light show in the trees below, in an attempt to draw the beast’s attention.
 
   “Maya, if a dragon’s scales are anything like a fish, they are only attached by a flat flap at the top of the scale and then the overlap helps hold them in place. See if you can slide my tip under a scale, and maybe we can sever the flap holding it.”
 
   The white had calmed down somewhat and was again tracking Alex; I suppose because I really hadn’t managed to hurt him yet. I did as my sword and best friend suggested. After getting her into position, I jabbed her forward and was rewarded with a ‘snickt’ sound. One of the small leaf-shaped scales detached and was caught by the wind and vanished behind us. To my dismay, it appeared there was another layer of scales below the outer one; this could take a while.
 
   Meanwhile, the dragon had made the difficult mental calculation that perhaps the object on its neck was more of a threat than the light show in the forest. Changing course, he started to fly through the tops of some of the tallest trees in an effort to scrape me off.
 
   By this time, Winya and I had a system of sorts going, and we were harvesting two or three scales a minute. We had a couple close calls with trees, but the dragon couldn’t dislodge me without first clocking himself in the face with the trunk, and he wasn’t that committed yet.
 
   Roaring, he changed tactics and vaulted higher into the sky and inverted himself.  I dangled upside down for a bit, but my cling enchantments held me firmly; and besides, I really wasn’t afraid of heights anymore. Winya and I continued to plug away, and I was starting to see a material that looked more like a mottled, warty hide being revealed where the scales were removed.
 
   Vibrating with rage, the dragon thrashed around some more, and then he dove sharply. Close to the foothills near Xarparion there is a small but deep lake fed constantly by icy run off from the outlying mountains, and he was headed straight for it. Oh-oh…
 
   “We need to work faster, my girl! I don’t like the direction this is taking!” I gasped, the lake getting bigger and bigger.
 
   “Maya, another ten scales or so and we should be able to make a stab at the weird hide stuff. Get it? Make a stab? Wow, no one appreciates good sword humor around here.”
 
   “Believe me, I will appreciate the hell out of you, after we kill this thing,” I gritted, the wind rushing past me so fast my eyes were tearing up and the air was whistling loudly through my suit. 
 
   “Um…Maya, I’m retreating back into the suit so you don’t lose me.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Brace yourself; impacting the lake in three, two, one…,” Winya intoned softly.
 
   I felt a body slam hit me like a giant’s fist. Had it not been for the cling enchantment, I would have tumbled back down the spinal ridge of the dragon’s back and been lost. Shaking my head to clear it, I felt panic set in momentarily; I could see myself drowning in this icy tomb.
 
   Forcing myself to open my eyes, I saw bubbles, waterlogged tree limbs and fish flashing by, as well as the light of the surface retreating to a small golden orb above. Strangely, the choking heaviness of water did not seem to be filling my suit or my throat. In fact, I gratefully found I could still breathe just fine.
 
   “Wow, I never saw that one before,” Winya said in awe. “The suit sealed itself up just as you entered the water; there are even lenses over your eye slits.”
 
   Briefly overwhelmed and amazed, I gave myself a few moments to just look around in awe. The lake was a huge bowl, with lofty cathedrals of downed logs and trees, each elegantly covered by strands of iridescent weeds. Schools of brightly colored fish dodged out of our way as the dragon implacably cruised around. High above us, the sun could only penetrate so far into the depths, but individual rays did occasionally lance down like spear points in the gloom. The white dragon made a few half-hearted attempts to scrape me off on sunken timbers, but again with no success.
 
   “It’s so beautiful down here, Winya. How is it that I’m not drowning?”
 
   “Another of Alex and Nia’s special design features that they didn’t tell us about, I suppose,” Winya growled in a minor snit.
 
   I couldn’t help myself, and I started giggling madly. “Alex Martin–oh, how I love you,” I shouted gleefully into the suit. “Now let’s get back to work, girl!”
 
   The dragon swam around for a few more minutes. I could almost feel its body sag in disappointment that I hadn’t drowned or let go. Finally, it must have decided on yet another course of action as it swam into the shallows and used its huge back legs to blast itself out of the water and back into the air. Once airborne, it flew erratically for a while, twisting around and snapping those eight-inch incisors emptily in the air. For my part, I watched as the lenses over my eye slots retracted and the holes in my armor allowed fresh air to flow again. Ah, now that’s better.
 
   The dragon was still flying like he had a burr in his butt. I could only assume that with the water penetrating his scales, he could now feel that something was exposed on his neck; and didn’t like it one bit. With another trumpeting bellow, the huge beast glided down to land in a small alfalfa field a mile or so from the walls of Xarparion.
 
   Suddenly, I felt strong, armored hands grasp me around the waist as Alex settled onto the dragon behind me and retracted his wings. 
 
   “Alex, where did you come from and what are you doing here? I don’t need any help,” I said defensively as Winya and I continued to dig at the white’s neck scales.
 
   “I’ve been following and watching, sweetheart; and I really do think you are about to need my help,” he answered, pointing at the dragon. A few seconds later, I was extremely grateful for his assistance as the dragon planted its butt down and reached up with its scythe-shaped hind foot claws and tried to scratch us off like a dog scratching at ear fleas. Alex’s massive shield came up, and we were both nestled safely behind it while the claws raked it from the other side relentlessly, the metal screeching madly in protest. All the while, I worked feverishly to clear the last of the scales from the dragon’s neck.
 
   Another attempt failed; the big white growled irritably and leapt once more into the air. The air catching under his leathery wings sounded like war drums. He took us up high this time; and I’ll have to admit, he was a magnificently powerful beast. Here he was carrying both Alex and me in our full suits of armor on its neck, and we weren’t slowing him down in the least. In a few minutes, we were a couple miles high, and the lake below looked like a mug of water sitting on a very large table.
 
   “That should do it, Maya,” Winya voiced her opinion through the link. “I have slit the warty hide and, hopefully, we can damage the spine from here.”
 
   “We would have the best shot if the neck was fully extended though. That way the vertebrae are at their widest apart,” I reasoned.
 
   “Well, if that’s all you need,” Alex laughed easily, “I can help with that.” He strapped his shield to the side of his arm and pushed himself back away from me, unfurling his wings as he did. With a wind assisted whoosh of air, he was gone and well behind us.
 
   Dragon eyes have an even wider range of vision than a raptor. Along with the sudden lifting of weight from his neck, the big dragon noticed Alex’s departure right away. Growling fiercely, it banked sharply and gave chase. Pursued and pursuer both plummeted down quickly, Alex flapping his magnificent white wings as the wind raced past him. Normally, Alex would be faster, but the sheer weight of the dragon allowed him to make up ground in a straight dive. Still, my mate had enough of a lead that I judged he would easily make the safety of the forest before falling prey to the snapping jaws of the cold beast.
 
   The white must have come to the same conclusion, and I felt him tense up and hunch his back slightly, readying for a blast of ice breath.
 
   “Ready, Winya?”
 
   “Oh, yeah!”
 
   The white dragon’s back hunched like a spring and then he vomited massive gouts of sheer white flame-like ice. His neck extended like a honking goose as it sought to put everything it had left into the attack. Rising up in the ‘saddle’ a bit, I carefully guided Winya’s tip down through the slit in the dense hide; and with a scream of martial fury, I slammed my sword down with all my strength.
 
   I felt the blade tear through flesh, muscle and scrape past the bony neck joints. With a vicious, sideways twist, I made sure that not even the neck muscles of a dragon would be enough to keep this beast functioning. A few quick sawing motions up and down broke through gristle and arteries alike, and I watched with satisfaction as the great orbs it had for eyes dimmed and finally flickered out. The head slumped down, blood dripping and blowing back, splattering across the body of the creature. 
 
   I extended my own wings and disengaged, watching in fascination as the dragon spiraled down, unguided, and crashed into the tops of the trees below. He sheared the tops of the huge trees off, but then came to a halt, impaled on a ragged stump of an ancient white pine sixty feet or more off the ground. Winya and I screamed a dark elf victory yell high above Xarparion, which echoed across the entire valley.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   Ok, maybe I was a little cocky and might possibly have been showing off for Maya’s benefit a little, but I really didn’t think the dragon could touch me at this range. Apparently, they can ‘push’ their breath weapon a bit farther if they give up some damage for range. Unfortunately, I didn’t know that. But the reduced effectiveness of the trade-off probably saved my life. One minute I was diving and about to flash down into the deep woods, and the next I am enveloped in a whiteout. The cold hit me hard, causing my wing joints to lock up and made my armor impossible to flex or move. When my mage vision cleared, I had the sickening realization that I was plummeting out of control toward the treetops at an amazing rate of speed.
 
   Unable to move, I did the only thing that came to mind, I glowed.
 
   “Glow harder, Alex,” Winya advised excitedly in my mind, “I think it is working!”
 
   How exactly does one ‘glow harder’? Anyway, I tried doing what she said, but it’s difficult to envision warm, bright sun-filled afternoons when one’s teeth are chattering. My body was crashing through the tops of the white pines, when it seemed like sensation started coming back to my wings. Searing pain is a sensation, right? At least pine branches typically sweep downward. If this was an oak forest, I would already be dead.
 
   “Concentrate, Alex! Flap! Pull out of it!” Winya screamed.
 
   I imagined myself flying just tens of feet off the ground, the lift of my wings carrying me gently to the forest floor…just as a giant fern-covered wall rushed toward me, blocking out all view but it, which was the last thing I remembered.
 
   When I next saw some light in the darkness, I rested a little, gaining strength. After what seemed like a long while, my vision returned, somewhat shakily at first. But this was real vision, not mage sight. I was lying on the ground, my wings a busted up mess, feathers everywhere. At least my head was resting on the lap of a very, very concerned-looking gorgeous dark elf lass. Gazing fondly up at her face, I noticed that she was trying to smile and wipe the last stray tears from her dusky cheeks at the same time.
 
   “So…how are you feeling, Magic Boy?” she sniffled, her voice catching ever so slightly.
 
   “Better now,” I whispered as I watched her eyes and the soft way she looked at me.
 
   “Are you up to going home?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” I grimaced as I attempted to roll off her lap and get to my knees. That’s when the pain in my head struck and threatened to put me back down in a hurry. I took some deep breaths, and with Maya’s help, got to my feet and looked around for the first time. The forest, at least in this area, was completely trashed. Broken tree limbs, needles, pine cones and bark littered the ground in piles of debris. A few feet away, there was a large deep hole in the ground. Feeling a little better, my sense of humor attempted to make a comeback as well.
 
   “What did you dig the hole for? In case I didn’t wake up, you wouldn’t have to drag the body all the way back to Sky Raven?” I joked.
 
   White hot anger swept across my dark elf mate’s face as she sobbed haltingly and slapped my breastplate hard enough to break ribs on a normal human.
 
   “I didn’t dig the hole, you clueless idiot, you did! Like with your body! Anyone else would be dead right now from a fall like that. But you don’t even have any broken bones, you’re just bruised up and your wings are shredded.”
 
   Wincing, I moved my arms and tried to stretch out my wings; every movement burned like fire. “Umm, I don’t see Alera around. How do you know all this?” I asked, trying to take it all in and calm her down at the same time.
 
   Maya sniffled, “I put Winya’s blade on your forehead. I thought you were dead, but she ghosted through your body and couldn’t find anything drastically wrong. Since you were unconscious, we couldn’t even contact Rosa to open up a portal to get help.”
 
   “She ghosted through my body?” Ok, that sounds really creepy. “At least tell me the dragon is dead.”
 
   Maya nodded, and I clung to my mate for support because I was still a little unsteady on my feet. I tried to clear my mind so I could reach out to Rosa. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   “Fool! Imbecile!” Loose plaster and shards of rock fell like hail from the ceiling and walls of the wretched old keep. Even the howling winds and crashing ocean seemed to have muted themselves in the face of the being’s wrath. Once again, she had visited the keep in the guise of the Duke’s old lover, a move she knew was sure to cause him pain. Her black dress was slit past her thigh on one side, her coppery skin reflecting shadowy shapes from the odd torch lights that lined the chamber. With all the sinuous moves of a snake and the eyes to match, she enjoyed his discomfort.
 
   The creature that was once the dreaded Duke Pharmon lay prostrate on the stone floor, bony hands over his head; but still he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.
 
   “I warned you, Lifebane,” she sneered, exposing her long black teeth, making the words sound like a hilarious joke, “that I would not tolerate magic being restored to this world. Yet again, you fail me!” 
 
   “Mistress, my forces have overrun all of Ocance and are advancing into Anshea. We are making great progress,” he sputtered.
 
   “Recall them, recall them now,” she demanded. “During this progress you are touting, the Child of Light has again evaded your trap and rescued two towers of wizards, right from under your nonexistent nose! He’s playing you for a complete fool; you have all the cards and yet the Nova are winning this hand. For the last time, my Lord Duke, marshal your forces and destroy them. Do it personally!”
 
   “I’ll need more than zombies and skeletons to topple that fortress,” he grated in a voice like rusty chains.
 
   “Idiot, it would never have come to this if you had been halfway competent in the first place. A full frontal assault on the fortress is the last thing we wanted.”
 
   The Kerr stopped her rant abruptly and tilted her head as if listening to some unheard missive. After a few moments, she looked up and directed her words toward the crumbling ceiling. “I agree, Brothers; we cannot afford to allow the Nova this victory.” She sighed wearily and muttered, “In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose.”
 
   Redirecting her attention to the Duke, she booted him harshly with her tall-heeled shoe.
 
   “Get up! Marshal your forces! Attack Sky Raven!”
 
   “And what other support will you provide, Mistress,” he spat angrily.
 
   “For you, Duke, just for you.” The demon smiled sweetly, and then her voice shifted to a hollow dirge-like tone “For you, I will open the gates of hell itself; and if that’s not enough, the Kerr will intervene directly and the universe itself will burn!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Entering a small glade a short way from the crater, we saw a portal already shining open in front of us. Rosa’s mind was a jumble of stress and irritation, so I couldn’t clearly make out what the issue was back in Sky Raven; but I guess I would find out soon enough.
 
   Still using Maya for support, the two of us hobbled over the threshold. I know Winya said I didn’t break anything, but it sure felt like I did. The new version of the enchanter’s portal thankfully didn’t involve having to walk through a pool of water. Rather, it was more like walking up to a wall of midnight black curtains, putting your hands out to find a seam, and then sliding through. With our heads through the “curtain”, the view was as expected; we were back in Sky Raven’s portal enclosure from whence we had left earlier.
 
   What was different was that the place was in an uproar. Not all of the water or air wizards had been led to their quarters yet, and they were in a tizzy. The strike teams were still moving gear and boxes, and healers were circulating around checking everyone for scrapes and cuts. One of them, a young boy in healer’s robes rushed up to offer us assistance, but then took a look at the two of us. His eyes grew very large and he shook his head firmly, pointing us toward the infirmary building. Great, more walking. 
 
   We had only made it a few feet up the cobblestone street before I felt the pitter-patter of tiny gauntlets on my chest. Looking down, I saw Nia angrily hovering and beating on my armor. She looked up at me and growled, “By the stars, what is wrong with you two? How do you always manage to leave me out of these things?” She was incredibly angry, but I could see concern and a large measure of relief on her face, too.
 
   Maya cooed and held out her hands for the pixie to land. “We’re fine, Nia. There’s no need to be so upset.”
 
   “You’re fine?” my bodyguard screeched, not wanting to be mollified in the least. “No need to be upset? Look at you; you’re a filthy, soggy mess! And Alex…” Nia landed on Maya’s hands and turned on me, pointing angrily at my wings. “Mr. Alex, I once saw a pigeon get eaten whole by a wyvern, and when it was crapped out the other end, it still looked better than you do right now!”
 
   A bit daunted by that visual, I tried to explain. “Nia, you know we aren’t doing this on purpose. It’s just how things keep turning out.”
 
   She sighed and put her hands back on her hips. “I know, I know. But I still don’t like it one bit.”
 
   “And she isn’t the only one! Believe me when I say you both are getting a stern talking to tonight once this is dealt with. An adult dragon of all things! Now get your butts over to the healers and then help me deal with this mess already!” Rosa radiated irritation across the link, but I had the feeling most of it wasn’t directed at us.
 
   Several blocks of hard travel later, we finally made it to the infirmary, only to find what seemed to be a dwarven kegger in progress on the steps outside. Most of Elsa’s ‘boys’ were well into their cups already. They had broken into one of the food crates that they had rescued and were snacking down on crackers, bacon, and salt pork. From what I could gather, they were both celebrating their victory and honoring their dead. A few healers buzzed around them trying to repair some of the lesser cuts and burns, but the dwarves wouldn’t stand still long enough for them to accomplish anything. Similarly, the young healers were having no luck in keeping the infirmary area quiet with all the bawdy singing going on either. Finally, they just resigned themselves to passing out wax ear plugs to the non-dwarf wounded.
 
   From what I was hearing, they lost four dwarves in the raid, and a number of them were in Alera’s hospital with terrible burns. The revelers seemed to bounce from teary sadness to unbridled triumph from minute to minute. I guess Elsa’s people process grief differently than humans. 
 
   Frustrated, one of the healer girls gave up trying to work on the partiers and, instead, ushered us through the crowd and into the infirmary proper. She handed us some light-colored patient robes and pointed toward a changing room. Realizing there was no arguing with a healer in her own infirmary, we shed our armor and leather undersuits, donned the robes and walked out, sitting on the offered stools.
 
   “Wings out, please,” she commanded, and we both basically had to slide out of the arms of our robes, with Maya holding onto the front of hers to preserve some modesty. In a few moments, we had five or six students swarming over each of us with small blades and tweezers. It took them a fair amount of time to dig the wood shards, pine needles, and rocks out of my wings and stop the bleeding. My dark elf wasn’t nearly as bad off, and they finished with her long before me. Once they started the actual healing process, one of the girls, noticing that Maya was struggling to keep covered throughout all of this, dashed into a side room and came back with a apron that they helped her put on so that she had use of her hands.
 
   “Got yourselves banged up again, I see,” Alera intoned from behind us, sliding gracefully into the room. She started checking over her protégés’ work with a critical eye, eventually shooing them away with a wink and a smile. “Well, they didn’t do too badly, considering they’ve never worked on anyone with even a remotely similar physique as you two before. Still, they missed some bruising and we should take care of it.” She called in some older students and quickly gave them precise instructions on the bruise repairs before she walked around and addressed us again. “Your bodies are fine, but you’ve both lost a lot of feathers. Hmmm, I think I might have just the thing for that now that we’ve been getting fresh herbs delivered nearly every day.” 
 
   She walked off into another section of the healers’ building as Maya and I exchanged glances, wondering what she was going to bring out. As we sat there exposed and waiting, Elsa and Darroth walked through the door.
 
   “I see you two didn’t get by cleanly with that fight,” commented Elsa, who didn’t look all that great either at the moment.
 
   “I heard about your losses, Elsa, and I’m sorry,” I said, looking down, not really knowing what else to say.
 
   She dropped her head slightly. “We lost four on the way back. The undead were easy to get past, but those bat things don’t seem to use their eyes. Nonetheless, it was a good day; nay, make that an epic day for us. They died on the battlefield, and for a dwarf warrior, that is the highest honor we have. Tonight their spirits will be hosted in the great halls of our hallowed forbearers. That honor has become rare to us now that we have closed our walls.” She smiled at us. “But if I overheard Rosa correctly, you two had a bit more than a few demons. Am I right? An adult dragon, really?”
 
   Darroth’s eyes bulged and his mouth dropped open. “You two faced a dragon out in the open? How did you get away?”
 
   Maya smiled savagely. “Get away? We didn’t get away, we defeated and killed it!”
 
   “You killed it…so…it’s dead then? Just outside the portal?” he asked with a dazed and wistful look.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Wait, you two didn’t become attached to this one, did you? No relative of the twins? It didn’t save your life or anything? No lasting words of wisdom to be grateful for?”
 
   “Well, no, I don’t think it really said anything to us; too busy trying to kill us and all,” I said, wondering what he was getting at.
 
   “Great beards afire!” Darroth exclaimed, roughly dropping his plate of food and his tankard of ale on a nearby table as he turned and ran out the door screaming, “Clara! Gemma! Get ready, girls, we’re gonna need the cart!”
 
   Elsa looked at us with a shocked expression on her face. “What the…?”
 
   “Don’t ask me,” Maya chuckled. “I’ve never seen him move that fast, and he even spilled his ale!” They both looked at me expectantly, waiting for an answer.
 
   “Dragon hides, claws and teeth,” I sighed. “He just realized there’s a fortune in rare materials out there. To an armor and weapons smith, it’s just about irresistible.” 
 
   Maya snickered, “Then why aren’t you out there with him, oh master smith?”
 
   I smiled, and made my hand simulate a pair of minotaur horns. “Demon parts are better!”
 
   They both laughed as Alera came back around with two jars in her hands. “Not interrupting, am I?”
 
   “No, of course not,” said Maya.
 
   “I’ll just take my leave then. We dwarves get queasy watching people drink anything but good honest ale.” Elsa chuckled and stalked out the door to rejoin her men.
 
   Alera handed us each one of the jars of liquid. “From what I hear, you have some knowledge in potions, Alex; but I think you’ll find a healer’s potion to be a bit…different.”
 
   Maya and I looked at each other and downed the potion in two gulps each. That was when I realized that my tongue was registering the strong taste of black ginger. Oh-oh, my dark elf became deathly pale and looked like she really needed to cough, but just couldn’t quite find enough air in her lungs to accomplish it. Her emerald eyes started watering, and the look on her face was of unimaginable disgust. Somehow, through sheer strength of will, she managed to keep it down and started fanning her face to try and cool herself.
 
   Alera was practically ready to fall on the floor laughing at our plight. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad; in fact, I think it tastes rather good,” she said in between bursts of laughter.
 
   I quickly grabbed Darroth’s half-empty tankard of ale off the table and passed it to Maya, who gulped it down eagerly to rid her mouth of the awful taste. I looked at Alera and shook my head sadly. “Alera, most dark elves are extremely repulsed by ginger. Your average adult would take an arrow over a ginger cookie any day.”
 
   Her laughter quickly died out, finally realizing what I had actually said. And then her expression ranged from horror to extreme panic. “By the stars, my Princess, I am so sorry! I had no idea!”
 
   Maya wiped her mouth, and gratefully handed me the now empty mug. Her normally silky voice now registered a choking roughness that made me wince. “Don’t worry about it. The only one here who I expect to know about dark elves is Alex, so you’re forgiven. Besides, consider it payback for all the unkind thoughts I had about you when you were touching Alex during the tournament at Xarparion.”
 
   “Maya, I hope you realize I would never…” Alera protested, practically hyperventilating in obvious distress.
 
   “I know…now,” my silver-haired girl whispered and reached out, enveloping Alera in a sisterly hug. “I really hope we can be better friends someday.”
 
   Alera had tears running down her cheeks as she nodded eagerly.
 
   Nia, who had been watching all this silently from the table where she had been polishing off the last of Darroth’s lunch, stood up, launched herself into the air, and buzzed around us.
 
   “Black ginger or not, that stuff works great. Look at your wings, you guys.”
 
   I looked at our wings and was stunned to see that many of my feathers were already mended, and the lost ones were regrowing from the broken quills at a phenomenal rate. In a few minutes, you won’t be able to tell they were ever damaged. I flexed them and did a partial slow extension and contraction, and there was no pain or tenderness at all.
 
   “All ginger aside, well done, Alera,” Maya complimented, as we both stood up. Alera bowed gratefully and took her leave as we headed back into the dressing room to change.
 
   Back in armor and feeling a lot better, we retracted our wings and headed toward the keep. Nia flew off to visit Rosa for a while, leaving us to our own devices. On our way, we passed Mingt in his red fire wizard robes. Trailing behind him were the four older Fire Tower students from Xarparion and our two stable boys. Maya’s grandfather noticed our approach and stopped the procession, bowing slightly.
 
   “Granddaughter, Sir Alex, checking on our progress, I see.”
 
   Maya smiled. “Yes, Grandfather, I hope things are going well for you.”
 
   “Yes, very well; very well, indeed. We haven’t had all that much time to talk since we arrived here, have we?”
 
   “I am sorry to say; no, we haven’t,” I said. “How are you settling in?”
 
   “Quite well, actually. Your fortress is an absolute marvel, and I am very glad to have made it here before the end of my days. As for these fellows, I think they are starting to come around, if only a little.” The older students nodded and bowed slightly to us, a little nervous; and I could see their eyes searching with some trepidation for a certain six-inch dynamo with wings.
 
   “I have taught them how to better control their magic, how to limit their flow and still achieve that they need; although it took a long time to teach them not to overdo it. You don’t need a rock the size of a wagon to squash a bug when, with a little control, you can do it with a pebble. No, I’d say these boys are progressing rather well.”
 
   “And how about these two, Grandfather?” Maya asked, bending down and hugging our two stable boys. “Jaython and Wyeth, you two get bigger every time I see you!” They, of course, melted at the attention, looking at her with shy, worshipful grins. She tousled their hair fondly and gave each a motherly peck on the cheek. 
 
   “A little young yet to be casting spells, but I’m hoping if I can get them on the right track mentally early enough, in a few years they will be powerful wizards indeed,” Mingt said proudly. “Well, I do believe you two have other places to be at the moment, although I don’t envy you in that role. Also, I realize I have been extremely lax in my role as a pre-nuptial chaperone, but I think the whole wings thing threw all that out the window. Granddaughter, you and Alex are obviously made for each other; the ceremony is just a formality. And one more thing, Maya. Do stop by every now and again; we have much to catch up on.” 
 
   She nodded and watched them stride off in the direction of the main courtyard. As we approached closer to the keep, the sound of arguing overcame the normal sounds of day-to-day bustle. Finally, we found the source.
 
   “I’m telling you, you’re talking to the wrong man,” Captain Jarsin growled at the small group of wind and water teachers who had him surrounded.
 
   “You’re the Captain of the Guard, aren’t you?” one of them prodded, getting angrier by the minute. The rest of them nodded in agreement.
 
   I looked at Maya and we both sighed. She unhooked her helmet from her belt and began to raise it up to put it on.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “Covering up, I can’t imagine my being a dark elf will make this conversation any friendlier, “she said, looking away.
 
   I stopped her, shook my head, and lifted her chin so that she was staring into my eyes. “This is our fortress. I will not have you hiding your face in shame any longer. Any issues with your people are past history; they are allies now and damn good ones. If I have anything to say about it, they will remain our friends for a very long time. But that all starts right here, right now,” I said, snatching the magic scarf from around her neck, which she had forgotten about.
 
   Her eyes shining, she nodded and hooked her arm through mine. We walked forward a few more paces and then stopped to listen to the argument.
 
   “I’m not the captain anymore; all I worry about are the civilians here. So unless you’re looking for a meal, a job, or a place to sleep, you got the wrong man.”
 
   “Not the captain? Then who the bloody hell is?”
 
   “Higs is the new captain now. But even so, he’s not the one you need to talk to about your demands. Those two standing behind you are in charge of this place.” The five of them turned around, and I silently watched as their faces filled with rage.
 
   “You put an apprentice enchanter and a dark elf in charge? Is this some kind of joke?” the wind wizard who seemed to be the self-appointed leader of the gang sputtered. His outburst was actually quite hilarious, and I’m sure Maya and I both had smirks on our faces as we watched his eyes bulge out and the veins in his neck start hammering. 
 
   He was literally frothing at the mouth as Jarsin answered contemptuously, “Yes, we did. Without them, we would all be dead and you would still be trapped in your towers.”
 
   “Yeah well, we were making plans to escape,” one of the blue robes interjected, but Jarsin rounded on that individual.
 
   “Escape? To where? You do realize that the only reason you were left alive at all was to be bait? Bait for them!” he said, thrusting his arm in our direction. “They fought off undead, demons, and even an adult dragon to save your ungrateful asses! So, by the stars, start showing some bloody respect!” And with that, he stormed off and started barking orders at some staff still moving boxes around.
 
   For the most part, the teachers looked stunned by the old captain’s outburst. One even grabbed a young healer girl who was passing by and asked her who was in charge of this place. She turned around, and when she saw us, her face lit up in a big smile as she attempted a demure curtsey. Pointing shyly at us, she answered, “Those two are, the Prince and Princess!”
 
   Before anything else could be said, Higs showed up almost out of breath, probably called to intervene because of all the yelling. Seeing us, he skidded to a halt and saluted Maya.
 
   “What’s all this about?” He eyed the teachers with some distain. “Are these wizards causing problems, Commander?” 
 
   Maya grinned, “A bit, yes. They seem to have issues with something, but they’re too busy screaming at people to even say what it is. Also, we have been standing here for ten minutes and they have yet to even address us, so they don’t seem to be truly interested in finding any real answers.”
 
   Higs turned to them with his arms crossed. “So what is it, then?”
 
   “We demand that an immediate counterattack be made! The undead have walked our halls for too long already!”
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” Higs answered shortly.
 
   “What? Why not?”
 
   “Because I said so! We don’t have the manpower or the resources to do something that stupid. Look, even if we gave every man, woman, and child a weapon, we would still have less than five hundred fighters to their twenty thousand. And that’s just the undead; it doesn’t count the demons.” 
 
   “We are wizards! We can take on more than that any day!”
 
   Higs rolled his eyes and sighed, turning to us. “I’m sure you two are tired, so why don’t you go on into the keep and relax. I’ll deal with these people and get you a report later tonight.”
 
   “Carry on then, Captain,” Maya saluted, and the two of us began to leave.
 
   “Wait just a minute,” one of the wind wizards barked brusquely. “If you two are really the ones we need to talk to, then I demand satisfaction.”
 
   “Make an appointment,” I shot back flippantly over my shoulder, and we left them there fuming.
 
   As Maya and I walked through the main doors of the keep and slammed them behind us, we were finally able to relax. Just being back inside the walls of this place felt like home. I took the opportunity to steal a kiss from my lover, and she retaliated by trapping me in an embrace that I never wanted to end. Finally, she drew back with a satisfied grin. “You know you weren’t very nice at the end back there, not that I don’t approve…”
 
   “It’s like having to deal with the fire wizard jerks back at Xarparion all over again,” I hissed. “They’re either going to have to learn to fit into the system we’ve built here or there are going to be problems. With any luck, today’s operation will cause the Duke enough heartburn to make him come after us. And what we don’t need now is a bunch of spoiled-rotten wizards causing dissention.”
 
   Maya laughed, hugging me enthusiastically. “Wow…you can actually get angry, can’t you? I was beginning to wonder if I was engaged to a holy man of some kind; I like it!”
 
   “Hmmm, it’s a good thing you weren’t around to see me when I left the dark elf capital after you were named ‘Queen’. Now that was angry!” I growled, remembering that night.
 
   “Oh, I think I received a report about something like that from Ollis. It gave me a much-needed laugh in my darkest hour during that time.” We both grinned and then yawned. “Whew, I’m beat.”
 
   “Yeah well, remember, healing still takes its energy from the host,” I said, “and that dragon was not a pushover in the slightest. We deserve at least a nap, I think.”
 
   She smiled, gave me a quick squeeze, and then tapped me flirtatiously on the tip of my nose. “Yeah, but first I want to try something while we’re alone in this throne room that I’ve been thinking about a lot.”
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “Not that, you dolt!”
 
   She led me over to the thrones, perched high up on their platform. “I have a hunch about these things and I want to test it real quick, so take a seat.” I shrugged, but still did what she asked. The chairs had a low padded back, but the upper half of the back rest was tall and very narrow. I was expecting it to be kind of uncomfortable; but, in fact, they had plenty of support and were surprisingly soft.
 
   “As I suspected,” she said with satisfaction. I looked over at her and she had her wings out again. But instead of hanging awkwardly out the side like they do in normal chairs, they were perfectly positioned and naturally comfortable. 
 
   Taking her lead, I extended mine; and they hung normally off the back and didn’t brush the floor because there was a drop off behind the thrones. “These thrones were made for people with wings.” She continued excitedly, “So that either means there were people before us with wings or the more likely option…the crystal guy lied to us about what we would become. This place was tailor made for us right from the beginning, wasn’t it?”
 
   “It would seem like it, yes.”
 
   “But why lie to us then?”
 
   I thought on that one for a second. “Well, my father said we were an experiment, a trial. In the lab, working with Rosa, we set up everything we need for the experiment before we actually try anything in case it works. If it doesn’t, we try again. But if it is successful, then we are ready to move immediately onto the next step.”
 
   “Indeed.” The booming voice came from the entire room around us; it was the familiar voice of the blue crystal. “I have been listening and watching. As you have surmised, the Nova built this place long ago for just this purpose. It has seen other uses and has been used in other wars. But like you, it is unique and has been waiting patiently for the special key and its true rulers’ order to awaken. It has issued the call, will you answer it?”
 
   “The key?”
 
   “Something that no being with a mind bent to evil could ever possess; the unparalleled love and extraordinary devotion of another, even beyond death itself.” The voice died away and it was clear that the conversation was over. 
 
   I looked at Maya and she was pointing at something. “Alex…”
 
   A few feet in front of us a stone pillar had risen out of the polished flagstone floor. It was angled toward us and the surface was smooth and flat. Writing formed and scrolled across the stone, similar to the way that my parents’ letters had. ‘In the season of darkness, the comets will take their rightful place in the sky. Their splendor will drive away the blackness from this world.’ And…that was the entire message…really?
 
   There was a grinding sound and a second pillar of stone rose from the floor; this one was smaller and directly in between the two thrones. It wasn’t like the other; it only had a slot in it about three inches wide.
 
   “Ok, this is getting too weird,” Maya whispered.
 
   “No kidding,” I said absently. Then I heard a scraping sound and looked over at Maya. She had Winya out and was sliding the sword blade into the slot on the stone. “What are you doing? Is your solution to every problem stabbing it?”
 
   She eyed me and winked. “Yes…yes, it is. And guess what, Magic Boy; it works!”
 
   The sword slid all the way in up to the hilt. At this point, we heard a thump sound from deep below us. And the text on the scrolling text pillar changed. ‘What better defense than one’s greatest defenders?’
 
   “Ok, now what?” I asked.
 
   “Winya is the key!” she said excitedly; and I watched as she turned the sword carefully, the center of the pillar turning like an inset cylinder. At the half turn mark, another loud thump resonated from the stone beneath our feet. Slowly, both pillars retreated back into the floor, leaving Maya holding Winya once again. She set her across her lap, and we waited, looking around to see what would happen next.
 
   The suspended star projector that normally shines a star field onto the upper walls of the throne room spun rapidly above our heads. Its buzzing reminding me of a certain pixie when she’s angry. I was really hoping this wasn’t going to end up being another one of those episodes where I would have to explain why we left her behind. But instead of taking us somewhere, its flashing generated two cerulean blue portals that winked into existence, one on each side of the thrones. 
 
   Two golden-armored figures marched out of the portals. They wielded short spears and huge kite shields, and wore plate armor that looked like it was two inches thick. It made my armor set up look like light training gear. Clearing the portal, they immediately sidestepped and took up guard positions alongside our thrones. Except they weren’t taking up positions to keep us from leaving; rather their postures and stance spoke of protecting us from all attacks.
 
   As soon as they froze into place, more armored figures marched out of the two portals. These warriors wore field plate, also golden in color, but not as heavy as the first two. My armor smith’s eye noted that this was some finely-crafted armor, and it undoubtedly afforded the wearer not only fantastic protection, but also good maneuverability. Almost all of them were outfitted with long sword and shield, but the last of them carried the largest great swords I had ever seen, the blades were at least two inches thick!
 
   I would guess there were about eighty of them in all. They marched half way down the Great Hall before doing an about face and reforming their ranks into two columns of eight soldiers wide with practiced ease.
 
   I pulled my eyes away from the spectacle and glanced over at Maya. She was crying at the sight, but they were tears of joy. I looked more closely and she was petting Winya in her hands.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked the sword.
 
   I heard sniffles come though the link. “Wrong? Nothing is wrong. This is possibly the greatest moment of my afterlife. Alex, don’t you see? These are my girls! These are the Iron Maidens!”
 
   That came as a surprise; they were all supposed to be dead. But then again, the crystal did say something about storing their souls. The soldier up front stomped once as another group of individuals marched out of the portal, but these weren’t even close to the same. This group looked to be elven longbow men and women. They were clad in gold-colored leathers with thick metal plates on their left arm and upper chests only; very ornate longbows clung to their backs as did loaded quivers. In addition to the larger quiver on their backs, they had two smaller quivers strapped on either side of their belts and two short swords in the small of their backs. There looked to be fifty of them, and they took up positions beyond the Iron Maidens.
 
   Not more than a few feet behind them was an impressive line of sixty-five golden dwarves; but these weren’t warrior types. Rather, they carried specialized tools and heavy bags. I got the impression they were builders or artisans of some type. They, too, formed up in ranks with the Iron Maidens and the elves.
 
   Still, the procession wasn’t finished. Ten more hooded warriors in supple leather armor with two swords strapped to their backs came through next. The swords struck me as being a bit longer than normal long swords and they had a slight curve to them as well. Something more in line with the eastern civilizations, if I had read Rosa’s books correctly. Still, very impressive.
 
   Lastly, a large group of what looked like staff poured out of the portals and quickly took their place on either of the far sides. As the last person cleared the threshold, the two portals finally retreated and closed. The Hall had reached its maximum capacity if you still desired the walkways kept free.
 
   “Impressive, isn’t it?” We both jumped slightly in our chairs. Somehow, a man had managed to get between Maya and me without us knowing. He was an elf; at least, I think he started out as one. His hair was white and his skin looked almost golden; not shiny, just golden. He was definitely older than Rosa, too; not ancient just very old. His eyes glowed blue with a hint of yellow shining though every now and then. His formal robes were probably in style long before Belrothe was born, but he wore them with unquestioned authority.
 
   “My most sincere apology your graces; I did not mean to startle.” His voice was warm and mellow, and the accent very formal as he bowed to each of us separately. He then backed up a few steps scanning our wings. “Lovely plumage,” he remarked, and then resumed his post between our thrones.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “Again, I must apologize, my King; this is entirely my fault. I was aiming for a grand entrance and I see I have only caused confusion. Allow me to introduce us. My name is Qleyse, and it is an honor to serve you! My role is to act as your castellan for your time here. That means I will handle all the minor details of running the fortress. I will be handling all the ordinary day-to-day things that you don’t need to attend to personally.”
 
   “And them?” asked Maya, still smiling and stroking Winya.
 
   “Ah, yes, the rest of the introductions then. First off, I would like to introduce the bulk of your guard force, the ladies of the Iron Maidens.” All of them unsheathed their swords at once and lifted them into the air in salute. “I have only had them for a few hundred years now, but I must say they are the most effective and dedicated force I have ever seen; and I have seen a lot, both dead and alive.”
 
   One of the ones in front, wearing a slightly different helmet, stepped forward. “King Alex, Queen Maya, you honor us with this opportunity. Captain Winya, we await your commands once again.” She removed her ornate helmet revealing a woman who looked similar to the man next to us; the same skin and glowing eyes, except she appeared to have been originally human and not elf.
 
   “I can’t believe they’re back!” Winya gushed happily.
 
   The lady in armor smiled brightly. “Yes, Captain, it’s good to be back. We will all have a lot to catch up on in the days to come.”
 
   “Ebony! They can hear me? You can hear me?” The woman nodded. “By the stars, this is wonderful! I still can’t believe you’re all still alive.”
 
   “Not alive, Win; just given a second chance,” Ebony grinned, speaking out loud. By this time, Maya was getting jittery in her seat, undoubtedly getting sensory overload from all the excitement Winya was pouring into their bond; even I could feel it. 
 
   “Ebony, I think that’s probably good for now,” Qleyse purred smoothly. “I’m sure this is all quite a shock for all of them, so let’s get basic introductions out of the way for now and we can explain in detail later.” The woman, Ebony, nodded again and took a few steps back to her spot. “Next, let me introduce Conlan Gruffrock and his men.”
 
   A huge dwarf stepped forward. “Gruffrock, your Majesties; leader of the best dammed siege crew to have ever walked this rock. If they say it can’t be built, we can build it. We’re in charge of the fortress’s emplacements during battle, as well as keeping the underworks in proper order.” The dwarf stepped back.
 
   “Thank you, Conlan. Next, we have the elves of the Lindenwood forest. Unlike the others, they are under the command of Ebony, here, and have merged with the Iron Maidens.  They are master archers and have trained for years from atop these walls. There is no one better-suited for the job than they.”
 
   “Continuing on. Over there, we have a unique bunch lead by Calimus Francis,” Qleyse said, and motioned for the man to step forward.
 
   From what I could tell, he looked human; but unlike the other troops, these were in all brown leather and their faces were hidden. “Pleased to meet you, my King and Queen. I am Calimus and these are my tempests. Many think we are assassins, but that is simply not true. We use speed and agility mixed with magic to avoid being hit or even seen sometimes. Our role is to shadow you on the battlefield and aid, but not interfere, with your duels. We are your close guard, if you will.”
 
   Qleyse nodded at the man, and he took a few steps back like the rest did. “Lastly, we understand that you have people for the town, but no trained staff for the keep. These men and women volunteered to perform as your new royal staff and will assure the keep remains clean and running properly.” All of them bowed at once.
 
   “Now with introductions out of the way, I believe there is one last formality that needs to be done.” Everyone in the room unsheathed whatever weapon they had, if any, and dropped to their knees, even Qleyse. They all shouted as one in a thundering tone, “All hail, the White King! All hail, the Silver Queen! All hail, the Comets!”
 
   Maya looked over at me and motioned that we needed to stand up. I had no idea what to say to people who devote themselves to you like that, but I had to say something. “Please rise, everyone.” They rose to their feet and sheathed their weapons. “Thank you for your trust and your loyalty. I just hope one day we will live up to your expectations, but today is not that day. We are both new to this and will need all the support and guidance you can give. Thank you.”
 
   “Well spoken, my King,” said Qleyse. Maya smiled reassuringly at me and sat back down, as did I. “Now, before we continue…”
 
   Before he could finish, the main door was blown open by a heavy blast of wind as the five teachers stormed in, followed by one extremely pissed off Higs. 
 
   “For the last time, you are not allowed in here…” His voice died away abruptly as he eyed the room packed to the brim with armor and weapons. Spotting us on the thrones, he bowed. “I’m sorry, Sir Alex; I tried to stop them…” Higs looked around at the mass of warriors nervously. “Umm, I’ll just wait outside then.”
 
   “Higs, wait. You should stay, and we will need you after this,” Maya shouted so he could hear all the way in the back. Reluctantly, the guard captain found an out-of-the-way place next to the door to wait. 
 
   The teachers, on the other hand, seemed too stupid or headstrong to be intimidated by the sight. After a few seconds of looking around, they mustered their courage and continued to move forward. When they were about twenty feet away from us, Qleyse held up his hand for them to stop. “That’s close enough; speak your mind.”
 
   “Shut up, our business is with them, not you! We demand… Wait, is that dark elf on the throne, too? You have a dark elf trollop as a Queen over wizards? This will not be tolerated!”
 
   Many things happened all at once. First, the two heavily-armored men beside us moved directly in front of us and lowered their spears at the wizards. Second, every archer in the place instantly had an arrow trained on the intruders. And last, but pretty much still simultaneously, Ebony and four other Iron Maidens shield-bashed the wizards to the ground. In less than a blink, Ebony had her sword drawn and aimed at the outspoken one’s neck with a heavy boot on his chest.
 
   “Would you like them executed, my Queen?”
 
   Reluctantly, Maya sighed and thought about it for twenty seconds or so. While she was making up her mind, I stood up, folded my wings in, and walked down to where Ebony had the ringleader pinned. Looking down at him, I remarked, “Before you five open your mouths any further, I suggest you go back to your quarters and have a long discussion with the air and water students who made the original journey with us to this place. Hons and Alera would be good to visit with as well, to give you a better understanding of how things work around here. I can see no reason why the Wind and Water Towers shouldn’t blend in just fine, and yes, we will retake Xarparion soon with or without your help,” I paused and looked all five in the eyes.
 
   “But I warn you, there are going to be some fundamental changes made in the school. The isolation of the towers and the mentality that this tower is better than another tower is a thing of the past. If you haven’t heard the story of what happened to the Fire Tower and where their hubris got them, then I suggest you ask someone. Headmaster Rosa will be happy to fill you in on the changes when you are ready to truly listen. In the end, if you are still discontented, you are, of course, free to leave.”
 
   “Fine,” the air wizard leader under Ebony’s boot grated, “open us up a portal to Anshea, Elcanse, or even Ocanse, and we will leave tonight!”
 
   “Tempting, but no. If you decide to leave Sky Raven, it will be on foot. In case you haven’t heard, Ocanse has fallen; and the kingdoms of Anshea and Elcanse are already destabilized enough trying to fight off the undead and deal with all the refugees that are pouring into their lands. I will not loose upon them a small army of snotty, self-indulgent, undisciplined wizards to play kingmaker at their expense.” Ending the conversation, I returned to my seat. I saw Qleyse nodding with approval as I turned and sat.
 
   Ebony looked expectantly at Maya. “My Queen?”
 
   Maya stood up and shrugged. “Release them; it’s possible a few of them may yet be salvaged.”
 
   Ebony glared at the frightened man. “You should thank her on your knees for your life. But know this; if you ever challenge my King or Queen again, neither I nor anyone of us will hesitate to put a blade, arrow or spear though your chest. Do I make myself clear?” The man nodded repeatedly. “Good, now leave and think better of your actions in the future.”
 
   The wizards quickly got to their feet and slunk out the door. I had a feeling we wouldn’t have any more trouble from them. Qleyse cleared his throat. “Well, if that rude interruption is over, I believe we all have things to take care of; correct, Captains?”
 
   The dwarf stepped forward. “With all due respect, we’ve been standing here far too long. My men and I will get our gear unloaded and actually give this fortress back its teeth.” The dwarf smirked, showing some teeth of his own. “All of its teeth. I think you will find that this place is not what you think it is.” With that, he and his men broke ranks and headed deeper into the keep.
 
   The servants all bowed again and took their own leave. Some returned within seconds and were already starting to sweep out the main hall. I really had no idea where they were all going; the keep doesn’t really have that many rooms…that I know of anyways.
 
   This left the Iron Maidens, tempests, and archers standing in the room. The one called Ebony stepped forward once again. “Unless you have need of us, we will return to our posts and familiarize ourselves with the current guard force.” She turned to Higs who was still by the door. “I promise we will be very accepting of your men and will not interfere with them until our two groups learn more about each other.” Higs nodded weakly as the remainder of the troops filed out of the main hall, except for the two huge guards at either side of our thrones.
 
   “Ebony, if you will please stay,” Qleyse asked quietly. She stopped and returned to her place.
 
   By this point, I could already hear shouts from outside; no doubt people thought there was some kind of invasion. Higs, on the other hand, saw the opportunity and approached us cautiously.
 
   “Alright, I’ve seen more than my share of crazy from being around you two, but this tops it all! How did a golden army show up in the middle of the fortress without anyone seeing them? And who the hell are they anyway?” 
 
   “Trust us, Higs; we need some answers as well,” Maya said tiredly.
 
   Qleyse spoke up, “And I would be honored to explain everything to you; but if you will only wait a few more moments, many of your friends are on their way and will be joining us soon.”
 
   For what seemed like the hundredth time today, Maya and I looked at each other in confusion. But as the man said, a few minutes later Rosa with Nia on her shoulder, Alera, Hons, the druid trio, and even the twins were escorted in by a few of Winya’s girls. Rosa actually looked very happy at their presence; Hons just looked worn out. Alera was trying to take in all the sights of the golden warriors at once and beamed brightly, and Dusk and Dawn just looked bored. Of course, Jules, Lin, and Ryliss were rubber-necking every which way, gawking at the Iron Maidens and the throne sentinels. Lin was so engrossed that she ran right into the doorframe coming in and whacked herself a good one. She fell backward in surprise, only to be caught deftly by the golden warrior behind her who snickered softly as she stood her back up.
 
   They gathered in awe around Ebony, who was standing at attention, until Maya motioned for them all to come closer. My wings were still retracted, so I got up and sat down on the top step of the throne dais. I hoped that this would make everyone more comfortable in an uncomfortable situation. To my surprise, Qleyse didn’t look in the least shocked by my actions, as I guessed a castellan or castle steward would be. From what little I knew about them from reading Rosa’s books, I always imagined them to be stuffy paper pushers and prudish sticklers for convention. I did remember a footnote that a good castellan was highly prized in any kingdom, however. My mental review of history books was interrupted by my now wingless mate sliding in next to me. I stretched my arm around her back to hold her comfortably. Qleyse smiled warmly and then made a motion to one of the nearby staff before sitting down on one of the lower steps himself.
 
   Rosa joined us on the top step, Alera and Hons sat on a middle step, and the rest either knelt or sat on the floor in a fan shape around us. To add even more to my surprise, the Iron Maiden who had snickered at Lin’s running into the door frame, returned with a clean cloth and bowl of water. Kneeling down, she removed her helmet and turned Lin’s face to her. “Let’s take a look at that.” She then dipped the cloth in the water and expertly cleaned the blood off Lin’s face with the gentle care of a mother. “I used to have a daughter just like you; she had your same eyes and your beautiful smile.”
 
   Lin was obviously sort of uncomfortable with an armored golden woman caring for her like she was a little girl, but she stayed polite. “Used to? I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   The guard smiled wider. “Don’t be. She lived a long and happy life to a ripe old age. Remember, I died over four hundred years ago. That’s a long time, even for your kind, Lin.”
 
   “How do you know our names? And what do you mean; you died four hundred years ago?”
 
   Her expression saddened slightly. “I’m sorry, I forget sometimes. Captain Ebony will explain it to you more; but if you ever need someone to talk to, come find me. I will always listen, young one.” With that, she collected her things and left the main hall.
 
   “That was Tammy; she is the mama bear of the unit. She was always a sweetheart and a devoted mother. The girls could always go to her for help or comfort,” Winya supplied nostalgically. 
 
   “So can someone finally tell me what is going on now?” asked Higs as he settled in on one of the lower steps. Dusk slid in on the next step down in front of him so he could wrap his arms around her, and he did so without thinking.
 
   “It’s simple really,” started Ebony. “We are the Comets’ personal guard.”
 
   “Comets? Alex and Maya are now Comets?” asked Hons.
 
   “That is their rank, yes,” said Qleyse, as he waived over some golden serving girls who had brought in trays of wine-filled goblets. They started with Maya and me, and then began passing them out to the group.
 
   “Ok, so why are you here and where did you all come from?” asked Higs.
 
   Ebony answered, “We came from times long ago. Each and every one of us has lived and died already, most of us within these very walls. The crystal below took in our souls and sheltered us, offering us a second chance. All of us that you saw before in this room accepted that offer for a second chance. For the dwarves, elves, and the others, their reasons vary. Some are looking for redemption; others, the thrill of battle. For some, the motive is as simple as the love of being part of a greater whole. But our reason was always the same.” She turned to Maya and gave a warrior’s salute. “When we watched you the day Winya swore herself to you, to a woman, we knew that we couldn’t let her fight this battle alone. That very moment, all of us accepted the crystal’s offer and joined the ranks of your guard. That day might not have seemed like too long ago here in this lifetime, but time in the afterlife doesn’t hold much meaning. The crystal built us an exact copy of this place as we requested. And we trained, and trained, and trained for what seemed like years for this day. We know a war is coming, and we are ready to fight it side-by-side with you. You may call us your Helios guard.”
 
   Qleyse continued for her, “We understand that most of your current guards and a large number of the people here will one day return to the school. We are here to assure that Sky Raven is never understaffed and that the fortress returns to its former glory and strikes fear into the heart of evil as it was designed to do.” 
 
   “Speaking of evil…” There was a bright flash, and my mother and father finally showed themselves. Both of them looked stressed and wan. “We have distressing news.” 
 
   Instinctively, the group made room for them to sit. Taking a moment to look around, my mother looked surprised to see Qleyse and Ebony. “Helios warriors? Well, this is a welcome sight. Perhaps things aren’t as dark as they seem.”
 
   My father picked up the explanation. “Their aid will be much needed, Alex and Maya. The situation has gone from bad to worse. There is a Kerr on this world.”
 
   “A Kerr?” Rosa questioned.
 
   “You would think of them as the evil version of the Nova,” he growled. “Anyway, this being is throwing its full weight behind the Lifebane’s attack. Breaking nearly every rule I know of, it has supplied the Duke with a massive demon force to command; and it is opening unlimited portals for the planet’s undead to traverse. My best guess is they will all arrive here in seven days with a force larger and more powerful than the world has ever seen, and with the Lich personally as its general.”
 
   Qleyse stood up, his face was stern and actions direct. “If you will all please follow me.” Bewildered, we stood and followed him outside, past the surprised townspeople and human guards and wizards, and up the ramps to the great outer walls. He led us to the middle section of wall overlooking the river and plains below the massive walls. With a swift hand signal, Ebony ripped a battle horn off her belt and raised it to her lips. The horn’s battle cry echoed through the fortress, ringing in the air. Her horn was answered by every Helios on the walls using their own horns, and the eerie sound bounced off every nook and cranny of the fortress.
 
   Suddenly the earth shook and massive gouts of dirt and debris rocketed into the air, as pits in the top of the walls opened up. Powerful ballista already manned by their dwarven crews rose out of the holes in the wall on platforms, locked into place and trained on the skies above. Behind the walls, the Helios guards had cleared an area of the courtyard. Suddenly, huge doors opened up from beneath and immense lifts powered a set of platforms, each carrying two massive trebuchets. Behind us, on the conventionally constructed curtain wall, more ballistae had popped up on the towers guarding the keep. A touch on my arm from Maya redirected my vision out into the fields in front of the fortress. There large, spiked stone barricades thrust themselves out of the earth. Finally, to cap it all off, behind the keep, radiating from the very tower where our room was located, was a shining beacon. It was far brighter than the sun itself; and as it cast its power over the fortress and the lands below, the battle cry of every Helios in the fortress rang out like a shockwave.
 
   Qleyse turned his back on the outer ramparts and faced us with raised defiant arms.
 
   “I say let the demons come! We’re ready for them!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   The rest of the afternoon and most of the evening was spent putting out fire after fire; not actual flames, but the commotion caused by an army showing up out of nowhere.  Darroth returned through the portal leading two tired, rebellious donkeys pulling a cart filled with horrible smelling dragon parts. He took one look at the golden-skinned troops manning the walls and portal entrance, dropped the reins, turned right around, and walked back through the portal. Fortunately, Elsa had been waiting patiently for him, and she dragged him back to our side before Rosa came by and locked the portal.
 
   We had a number of quick meetings with my parents, which were frequently interrupted by them popping out to meet with other Nova. What we gleaned from all this was that a Kerr was indeed on the planet, and they spoke at some length about the power of the being. It did sound as if the Kerr were a match for the Nova in every way, none of which made me feel encouraged. Especially when they told us what its intentions were.
 
   “What do you mean; it’s going to blow up the planet?” Maya demanded incredulously, smashing her fist onto the table of the war room.
 
   “Well, not so much blow it up; more like flash fry it. It’s actually your sun that will blow up,” my father said levelly, his voice stern. “Regardless if you win or lose this battle, the Kerr will destroy this world. It has already declared its willingness to ignore our laws.”
 
   “Then how do we stop it?” I asked.
 
   “You can’t, Alex. Even with all your power, you are not even an ant compared to the power of a Kerr. Their entire being is now one of rage, destruction, and deception. You wouldn’t last one hit.”
 
   “So there’s nothing we can do, then? And if they can destroy us at any time, why haven’t they?” asked Rosa.
 
   “The Kerr love to play their little games. If there is one good thing to say about them, it is they do honor their personal word. And this challenge is over a millennium in the making; they aren’t going to back out now. As for stopping it, you don’t, that’s our job.”
 
   That surprised me. “I thought you couldn’t fight them directly? Or even kill one?”
 
   Mother smiled. “You’re not the only experiment, my love,” she said. “What took us so long is that we were talking with the others and have come to an agreement. The main reason we don’t fight the Kerr on worlds like this is because it is so easy for the world to be destroyed in the crossfire. One of the other Nova came up with what he thinks is a solution…”
 
   Father stepped in, “But this does not mean we still don’t need your help. Battles with a Kerr take a long time. And the only way we will be able to intercede is if Sky Raven still stands proudly. You must keep the demons, undead, and more importantly, Lifebane out of the keep and away from the crystal. In other words, you have to win this battle!”
 
   “So,” Maya grinned happily, “to sum up; hold off most of the world’s undead, all the demons from hell, and the world-conquering Lich with only the aid of a handful of Helios, wizards, humans, dwarves, and a fortress custom-built specially to fight demons? This should be epic!”
 
   That enthusiasm is going to kill me one day; I just know it!
 
   After the meetings with my parents, we had a long talk with Hons and Alera about the teachers. They were better now after calming down, resting, and having a good meal for a change. Apparently, our friends were making inroads into convincing them that life wasn’t so bad here, considering the alternatives.
 
   After that, I left my dark elf with Rosa and the Steel Maiden contingent while Nia and I went to find Darroth. There was a lot we needed to discuss. I found him and Elsa at the dwarf bar; not surprisingly, they were both drinking heavily when I got there. I have no idea where they keep getting the stuff.
 
   “Darroth, are you ok?”
 
   “Ok? Why would I be ok? Every time I turn around, you two lovebirds pull something impossible out of your tail feathers to drive me crazy! Just after going through that portal, I practically wet myself over the biggest, deadest dragon I’ve ever seen. Again, there’s no way you should have been able to kill a beast like that, even with Maya’s fancy sword. By the way, thanks for not mentioning you left it halfway to the moon in a tree! I damn near killed poor Clara and Gemma dragging back a quarter of its hide. I walk back through the portal to find a celestial army which, again, came out of nowhere, manning the walls. I leave for a couple minutes until Elsa drags me back. We walk through and suddenly the side courtyards are equipped with siege engines, whose designs are functionally impossible, I might add; at least not built with any materials known to man or dwarf. What’s next, dancing warthogs?”
 
   With perfect timing, Conlan appeared behind us. “We’re ready for you, Master Darroth,” said the gold dwarf with a modest bow.
 
   Darroth and Elsa were both confused; but I just smiled, took away their tankards, and pushed them both along behind Conlan.
 
   “What’s all this about?” Darroth asked.
 
   “Conlan told me something interesting about Sky Raven earlier; and when I told him we had a master smith on hand, he insisted that this be taken care of as soon as possible. Consider it a gift if you will,” I chuckled.
 
   “That’s being overly modest, my King; this is no mere gift. But I have seen some of your work, Master Darroth; you will make fine use of it.”
 
   I just smiled at Darroth’s and Elsa’s confusion as we followed the dwarf leader deeper and deeper underground. Finally reaching the lowest level, Conlan opened a solid steel door leading into a large cavern. I had not been here before, but I had known of its existence for a while now. The only reason I hadn’t already started it up was that I had no idea how. Inside the cathedral-sized natural cave, we crossed a set of steel rails spiked into the leveled bedrock floor. My eyes travelled along their length in both directions. On one side, I could see a line of small heavy wagons with steel wheels waiting in rows loaded with ore. The lines disappeared into a dark shaft leading into the chamber to who knows where. Closer to where we were standing, the rails diverged and ran into stout bridges leading up to three of the largest smelters I could imagine. Each smelter looked like it could hold multiple wagonloads of ore at a time. Behind the smelters were two bays filled with charcoal.
 
   Above our heads were more of the steel rails, but these were attached to small rolling blocks with chains that held hooks and large metal vessels. Some of the ceiling rails ran into another larger chamber past the charcoal bays; and from what I could see, it appeared there were enormous iron frameworks constructed inside with piles of sand strategically placed in the corners.
 
   Darroth and Elsa were walking around in an open-mouthed daze. If I had to guess, I would bet this was a vision of what dwarf heaven would look like–to a smith anyway. Nia looked out from her perch on my shoulder and saw that there was nothing remotely green or living here. She muttered ‘yucky’ and retreated to her hidey-hole on my shoulder for a nap.
 
   “Welcome to the foundry,” Conlan said jovially. “These smelters and the forge in the next chamber are fueled by the mountain itself, much like the heated water up top. The original enchanters who built this place put up magical barriers and ventilation piping to keep us from cooking to death in our own skins. But you’ll find nothing gives you an even heat for your craft like magma!”
 
   “But even molten basalt isn’t hot enough for iron work,” Darroth protested weakly.
 
   “Ah, but they thought of that too. Special chambers concentrate the heat,” Conlan grinned. “You can even adjust the heat up or down based on your needs.”
 
   “But why would you need a foundry this big?” Elsa slipped in breathlessly, staring into the gold-hued dwarf’s face.
 
   “The gears and drives that run this place break or wear out periodically. Here, we can make replacements for even our largest parts on site, without having to wait weeks or months for them to be fashioned elsewhere, if that option is even available considering the vagaries of mortal life. Come on, let me show you the forge setup.”
 
   I could see that Conlan was playing the two of them like a travelling pot salesman, and it was working. Hand-in-hand, they followed him like overawed obedient children. We travelled through a huge arch with more of the ceiling tracks overhead and into another natural, but heavily modified, cavern. Dominating the space was a grand forge set easily three times bigger than the one in Xarparion, and that had been the largest I had ever seen. The huge cone was already active and belching out heat into tapered pipe chases big enough for a man to walk through without crouching. Underneath, the ring of workstations stretched all around it like a pinwheel, the coals glowing brightly just waiting for action. Everything I saw exuded ancient master design work and quality.
 
   “By the stars! Tell me I’m dreaming this, Elsa,” Darroth gasped, bringing Elsa’s hand up to his face and kissing it in disbelief. “The forge of the ancient masters! Or at least a damn good replica!”
 
   “Actually, they modeled theirs after this one,” Conlan smirked, and strode over to some massive cabinets set directly into the cut stone side walls. He threw open the doors dramatically, revealing a stunning array of forge tools, many of which I couldn’t even begin to tell their purpose, but they were all in perfect condition.
 
   Again Darroth’s mouth dropped open, and he stumbled forward and lovingly ran his fingers over some of the racked instruments. Even Elsa seemed mesmerized, and they weren’t even weapons.
 
   Sensing victory, Conlan moved in for the coup de grace. “Now, Master Darroth, we Helios seem to find ourselves without a master smith to make good use of this fine facility. If you would do us the great honor of being our forge master, we would be greatly indebted to you.”
 
   “Hell yes!” Darroth shouted gleefully. “Where else would a dwarf get to play with a forge setup like this without dying and going to heaven?” He stopped and got a thoughtful look on his face. Motioning Conlan over, he whispered, “Umm, taking this job doesn’t involve dying first, does it?”
 
   “It’s not an ironclad requirement; I think we can bend the rules a bit,” Conlan chuckled.
 
   “Then I’m your dwarf!”
 
   “Excellent, because we already have a long list of gears and other parts that need replacing right away.”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   Alex said he was going to spend the night with Darroth at his new job. That was fine from my standpoint; he probably needs some guy time anyway. And that means for me, it’s girl time! I’m still trying to acclimate myself to the concept of having real friends who I can laugh, cry and let my hair down with. It’s a new and exciting feeling; I even put on a dress.
 
   Ebony led our party through some of the underground passages that had been recently reopened by the siege dwarves. Even Winya had no idea these halls existed.
 
   “Well, I hope you are paying attention, Win,” I sent through our bond. “I would hate to be lost down here forever and miss the big battle.”
 
   Ebony must have heard Winya’s response, as she explained for the rest of the group. “Of course, Sky Raven wasn’t this place’s original name; even I don’t know that. But I do know this fortress has seen countless battles, most even before the existence of man. She’s old, but she’s a proud lady. She’s been battered and torn in the past, but never ever defeated!” 
 
   We went through a number of long corridors, hatches, and chambers, finally finding one that opened up into a long rectangular room split lengthwise by a half wall. There were four rows of beds that ran the entire length of the space, barracks style. Each bed station had a wardrobe, armor locker, weapons rack, and even a small desk. It was a barracks alright by functionality, but it felt more like a high end inn in reality. Several off duty Iron Maidens were working with staff a number of beds farther down to stow away gear. 
 
   Ebony continued, “This is one of the ten dorm blocks we have. As you can see, our living quarters are actually very nice. The troops would normally be garrisoned here for hundreds of years at a stretch. Nebulia, you see, don’t age much at all. Each block can house a thousand armed and ready soldiers comfortably. But right now, we only have block two open because it’s the closest to the keep and there aren’t a thousand of us. The gear-cleaning and washrooms are to the left. To the right are the meeting rooms, map rooms where orders for patrols are posted, and even a comfortable lounge to unwind in after a long day. Sky Raven takes very good care of her soldiers.” 
 
   I had the twins, Lin, Ryliss, and Julia along with me, and I had made a special point of inviting Alera, too. From what little I knew of the healer’s personal life, she didn’t have many close friends. Alera seemed to vacillate between being happy to being profoundly uncomfortable, but I hoped she would loosen up as the night progressed. The druid girls, of course, were bouncing off the walls in excitement. I don’t think Ryliss’s sketchbook and journal ever left her hands.
 
   The golden-hued warrior led us into another large area set up with a small fireplace in each wall, plush floor rugs, and numerous low comfy chairs and footrests for relaxing. “If you will excuse me, my Queen, I will change out of this armor and rejoin you soon. Please make yourselves comfortable.” She disappeared, and the group of us gravitated toward one of the fireplaces and dragged some of the seating in a large comfortable circle.
 
   “This place is so cool!” Jules gushed. The twins nodded excitedly, but they markedly claimed the chairs farthest away from the crackling fire.
 
   “As a scholar, I have no words for this place, this fortress,” Ryliss said in wonder. “By everything I know, most of it shouldn’t even exist; yet it does. It kind of makes me feel foolish and small, but excited to learn at the same time.”
 
   Getting comfortable in the chairs, I looked over at Alera. “So with all your experience with nebulia, have you ever heard of this place or Helios?”
 
   “Not really, my Queen.” The healer squirmed in her chair, and I shot her a look. She amended it to, “Not really, Maya. The nebulia live almost exclusively in the here and now, they have very little interest in past histories. If they need to access an account of a past battle for strategic purposes, it will just come to them automatically. That’s part of the reason their written word is so elusive, it isn’t used much. As far as Helios, I didn’t even know they existed until today, I’m sorry.”
 
   We chatted aimlessly for a few minutes. Ryliss proudly informed us that her Jag’uri kitten was now successfully weaned and was eating raw meat on its own. I smiled, thinking that bit of information would probably cause more terror than delight among the villagers and human guards in the fortress. But thus far, Naurakka had been a model citizen. 
 
   Ebony and the one called Tammy came in a few minutes later. Both were wearing what I would describe as duty uniforms:  leggings, long pullover knit shirt, and a wide leather belt.
 
   “Would it be acceptable if I joined you, my Queen?” Tammy asked with a slight, respectful bow. I was about to say yes, but Lin beat me to it.
 
   “Yes, please come sit with us,” the young druid smiled and patted one of the empty seats.
 
   I snorted, “Well, I guess you have to now. There’s no refusing Lin when she bats her eyes.” To prove my point, Lin did just that, with Jules and Ryliss leaning in close and copying the move.
 
   The two warriors laughed, with Ebony recovering first. “I believe you are right, my Queen, but first…” They walked back and retrieved four large baskets that staff had just delivered to the room. “Qleyse was concerned that you haven’t eaten enough today, my Queen; and judging by the weight of these baskets, I would say he sent enough for everyone.”
 
   Now that she mentioned it, I was hungry. And wizards and dragons can always eat. It was a happy group that scooted to the floor and turned the backs of the chairs around to use as backrests. We had a nice little picnic in the middle of the lounge of breads, cheeses, fruit, and fresh cider. 
 
   Finally, after a short period of joking around, but mostly just hard-core eating, Ryliss burst out with the question that had many of us wondering, “Please, if it’s not impolite for me to ask, what are you?”
 
   Ebony gently set down her food. “I guess that’s a fair question. If you are thinking we are some form of undead, I can understand that, too. But we are not, at least in the animated corpse sense anyway. The shapes you see here are modeled after our original bodies, but those turned to dust centuries ago. Instead, the physical forms you see now are made from raw magic compressed to the point where it takes on actual mass. We still have some basic needs like sleep for some reason.” She picked up a slice of apple and popped it into her mouth, savored it, and continued, “We really don’t need to eat either, except as a social function, but it’s pleasurable and it makes us feel alive. The only down side is that magic, when compressed, tends to take on a gold color, so we all end up looking like this.” 
 
   “Hey, I just gained eagle vision and sprouted owl wings. Believe me, golden skin is not all that strange,” I said, smiling to affirmative nods from the rest of the girls.
 
   “Your wings are exquisitely beautiful, my Queen. There is no shame in them, as there is no shame in what we Helios have become.” 
 
   “Besides,” Tammy grinned, “she hasn’t even mentioned the fun part yet. The reason why our eyes glow is because our new bodies are actually powered by our souls. Kind of cool, huh?”
 
   “How does that work?” asked Lin as she nibbled on some hard cheese.
 
   “Well, from what we understand, time spent in the crystal has changed us and altered our souls from the ground up. We have become lesser versions of what he is; in essence, almost limitless amounts of energy, although we’re just a candle and he’s the sun. That’s why Captain Winya is what she is now. If she had a normal soul, then she wouldn’t have the ability to control your armor or do half the things she does.”
 
   “Well, that explains a lot.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “So looking into your eyes means we are looking into your soul?” said Julia.
 
   “Yes, and what do you see?”
 
   “…Warmth...” 
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   It was getting late or rather very early, and Nia and I were getting very tired. Even Elsa had fallen asleep curled up on a workbench with a blanket thrown over her. Darroth didn’t look like he was going to be stopping any time soon, though; and he was most definitely the happiest I have ever seen him. Nia and I had spent most of the night assisting him with cutouts, finding supplies, and organizing the new orders pouring in for repairs needed on the fortress. Several of Conlan’s men came down to act as forge assistants, so Darroth had a non-tiring staff pool. Qleyse had sent down food at one point so no one would starve, but the forge master’s plate still sat untouched on the workbench next to Elsa.
 
   But even with all the work and commotion, Nia and I still found some time to come up with a few new plans to work on for the week that would, hopefully, give us an edge against the demons. It was already well past bedtime and I was considering a soft cozy bed when Winya contacted me and asked for me to come to her. I don’t think Darroth was even listening when I said good bye; but hey, I tried. 
 
   My pixie bodyguard was pretty tired from all the heat and smoke, so when we left the caverns, she just gratefully slid into her nook on my armored shoulder and rested. A few seconds later, the resting turned to soft snores; it had been a long day for everyone. I followed directions from Winya through a labyrinth of tunnels until we reached what appeared to be underground barracks, and nice ones at that.
 
   Still following instructions, I entered a room that looked to be an informal gathering area of some kind to find Ebony and Tammy sitting amidst a pile of empty picnic baskets. They both looked like they were going to jump to their feet and bow or something, but I gestured for them to stay put. It was quite a scene. My dark elf girl was sound asleep on the floor, sitting propped up against the back of a lounge chair. Under one arm, leaning against her, was Ryliss; and surprisingly, under the other arm was Alera, all snuggled in, both fast asleep.
 
   Lin was asleep, head on Tammy’s lap, and Julia was on Ebony as the two women gently stroked the girls’ hair. The silvers eyes were open, but unmoving.
 
   “They’ve been asleep for over an hour now, and we thought it might be good if we got them back into their own beds,” Ebony whispered. “But we weren’t sure if it was proper for us to lay hands on our Queen, so Captain Winya said to let you handle it.”
 
   I was smiling and Nia seemed very moved by the sight. “I understand. Come on, girls; let’s get them all to bed.”
 
   The twins got up and carefully picked up Alera and Ryliss without waking either of them or Maya. Tammy carefully slid out from under Lin and picked her up as well. “If it’s all the same to you, my King, I would be happy to carry this one.” Lin unconsciously snuggled deeper into the soldier’s arms. 
 
   “And I, this one,” Ebony added, picking up Jules like she weighed nothing at all.
 
   I nodded my appreciation and moved to pick up Maya. 
 
   “My King, I could have two of my troopers carry Alera and Ryliss to their quarters if you would prefer the Queen’s handmaidens to carry her.”
 
   “Not a chance,” I whispered. “This is the best part of my day.” With practiced ease, I scooped her up in my arms, resting her head on my shoulder.
 
   With a lot of direction from Winya, I finally made it out of the barracks catacombs and through a last door into the cold night air. The fortress was eerily silent, save for sentries moving about their routines. Looking up at our tower at the top of the keep, it was a dishearteningly long ways away and up.
 
   Unbidden, my wings unfurled with hardly a sound, and with a feeling that I was breaking some rule or other, I made my way to a broad street intersection and propelled myself up into the sky. Just a few beats had me rising well above the rooflines of the civilian shops, and a few more sent me just above the second curtain wall. The slight weight of the girl in my arms didn’t even register, but it was unnerving to see the four ballistae stations lock on and track my flight. Letting a little glow bleed out from my wings apparently convinced them of my harmlessness, and they swiveled back to watching out over the walls.
 
   The cold night air was invigorating to me, the coolness removing the cobwebs from my brain from hours in the hot foundry. I was just starting to really enjoy the flight, when I felt a shiver in my arms. I had forgotten that my dark elf was wearing just a thin dress. Stirring against my chest, she opened her emerald eyes and smiled up at me.
 
   “I was dreaming of flying with you.”
 
   “A good dream, I hope,” I said.
 
   “With you, they are always good dreams,” she said languidly, snuggling closer into my chest. “In my dream, I wasn’t freezing to death though.” 
 
   A few strong beats and I dived down, finally reaching our destination–the balcony of our room. Setting her on her feet, I folded my wings away.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t think.”
 
   “Yeah well, too bad; now you will have to deal with the consequences, Magic Boy.”
 
   “Consequences?”
 
   “Ahuh, now I’m fully awake and really, really cold. I’m going to need a lot of warming up.” With that, she put her arms around my neck, kissed me softly, and pulled me through the door. At the same time, she grabbed the dozing pixie out of her nook in my armor and tossed her over her shoulder out into the cold night air. A well-placed heel kicked the balcony doors closed with a firm click. In the back of my mind, I could have sworn I heard some determined tapping and pixie expletives outside the door. But I found I didn’t care anymore once I felt my love’s cold lips on mine. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   The next few days were like a living hell…ok, not really; because I, of all people, really know what that’s like. But that’s what Maya, Nia, and Rosa kept saying as we were all forced to listen to more reports and do more paperwork than any of us wanted to see in our lives. But I will admit, it was the quickest way to bring us up to speed on the state of the fortress, both the good and the bad.
 
   The good news was that the fortress, with the aid of Bel’s farmers and all the supplies being routed through from the remaining supply portals like Foalshead, had acquired an impressive amount of fresh and preserved foodstuffs, grain, timber and high grade ores for Darroth’s forge. The fortress’s armory was also opened. Inside were some usable weapons and antiquated armor, but Rosa inspected it all and proclaimed that none of it was enchanted. The inevitable conclusion being that we either haven’t found the ‘special’ armory items or those pieces had been looted centuries ago. 
 
   The bad news was what was causing headaches and loss of sleep. Apparently, when Qleyse made his grand gesture, showing off the might of the fortress, he was caught up in the moment and a wee bit too optimistic. Oh, the old girl still had teeth to be sure, but those teeth hadn’t been sharpened properly in a millennium or more, and there were some problems.
 
   The ballistae on the main walls were still operational, just requiring a tune up by Conlan’s boys. However, Winya and her girls used up nearly every ballista bolt in the place during the last days of their stand four hundred years earlier. Fortunately, ammunition was not a problem for the catapults and trebuchets. All we would have to do is fire back the junk they shot over the walls during the last siege. But all the wooden arms and supports were dry and badly cracked with age and would most likely snap like twigs the first time they were fired. So those were on the dwarves’ repair list, also.
 
   The four machines on top of the inner curtain walls that we assumed were some form of ballistae were another concern. They didn’t fire physical bolts at all; rather, they were some kind of rapid-fire crossbow platform designed to take down flying targets. Of course, they were designed and built by nebulia, so their operation did not require that they follow any known weapons technology. Instead of bolts or quarrels, they were designed to launch bolts of pure Nova magic. I asked Qleyse why they were set back and not on the main walls, and he informed me that they didn’t have the punch needed to take down a heavily-armored demon like the minotaur I fought, but they would provide a very nasty experience for the more lightly-armored fliers like the bat things we saw at Xarparion. Rosa was spending all her free time trying to restore the flow of magic to those battlements.
 
   Still another problem was the light that shown so brightly from the top of our tower; it wasn’t supposed to do that. That was actually a misfire of the fortress’s main weapon, a main weapon that no one seemed to know what it did or why it malfunctioned. According to the dwarf siege engineers, it wasn’t included in the afterlife mock-up of the citadel that they trained in, so they were as puzzled as everyone else. About the only thing we knew for certain was that it was broken, and this made my parents very upset. Of course, they weren’t being very forthcoming about its true purpose either. 
 
   ..................................................
 
   Ryliss
 
   Begrudgingly, Naurakka and I slunk through the portal, ending up on a hill overlooking my home, the dark elf capital. From where I was standing, I could clearly see the main gates. Apparently, this was a spot that Sir Alex and Maya knew well.
 
   Rosa, Prince Alex’s mentor, stuck her head through the portal. It was unnerving to see a disembodied head floating in the air, but I was getting used to it by now.
 
   “Remember, Ryliss, the portal will reappear promptly at dusk for fifteen minutes in the event there are any messages to come back through. After that, it’s closed for the duration. It’s been good knowing you.” She gave a little wave and pulled back and the portal shrank down in size, eventually disappearing completely.
 
   Crap, I really didn’t want to leave Sky Raven, but Alex had insisted. He had promised my father that I would be kept safe, and Sky Raven on the verge of the battle of her life was no longer safe. I snorted as I turned my head toward home. Like any place on the planet was safe right now.
 
   Just before reaching the main gate, I squatted down and peered into the startling blue eyes of my Jag’uri, willing her to understand what I needed from her. I had no choice but to bring her along; I don’t think either of us could live without the other at this point. But I was also pretty sure she wouldn’t be getting a warm reception. Next to evil dragons, Jag’uri pumas were the most feared creatures by my people.
 
   I looked her over lovingly. She had been growing at an astonishing rate, thanks primarily to my friend, Lin, who had personally taken charge of her feeding and hunting/training program. Let’s just say that the marmot populations near the citadel were diminishing rapidly. My cat’s back was already to the top of my calves, and I am considered tall for a female dark elf. She was also losing her kitten awkwardness quickly and showing signs of the fearsome predator she would soon become.
 
   I brought out a thin but stout length of rope and fashioned a leash of sorts. I explained to her that this was to make the townsfolk happy, not to restrict her; but still she snarled in annoyance. Naurakka wasn’t talking yet, not even to the more experienced druids like Jules, but she could still make her wishes known.
 
   The main gate swung open with practiced precision; this was my father’s area of responsibility and his pride and joy. All of the warriors who manned the walls and gatehouse in this area knew me well. I grinned at a few shouts of recognition as well as some good-natured catcalls from the troops as the gate closed behind me and I waited for my father to appear. Naurakka curled defensively between my legs and dragged her razor sharp claws through the sandy soil nervously.
 
   Almost immediately, I heard my name and saw a familiar chain-mailed figure dashing out of the gatehouse. Normally he would rush over and scoop me up in his arms like a little girl, but this time he stopped and eyed my cat warily.
 
   “I can only hope there is a really good story behind this,” he said, scratching his chin perplexedly. I crossed the few feet still separating us with Naurakka following docilely behind.
 
   “She won’t hurt anyone, Dad. How about a big hug for your only daughter?” Finally, he crushed me to his chest gratefully.
 
   “Well, I suppose that’s to be expected when I let you hang around with druid girls; but by the stars, a Jag’uri puma, Ryliss? How do you know it won’t turn on you in your sleep?” 
 
   “This is Naurakka. ‘She’ is not an ‘it’, and I rescued her from a forest fire and a hunting party of goblins that killed her mother. She’s an orphan, and I am raising her.”
 
   My father, Ollis, snorted dismissively and changed the subject. “Honey, I’m so glad to see you home safe. Is everything going well at Sky Raven?”
 
   “No, no it isn’t, Dad. I really need to explain everything with the King and Queen present. My news affects the entire dark elf nation; the whole planet, in fact.”
 
   He grimaced. “Well, I know he’s in meetings all afternoon, but I think the rest of the morning is free…I’ll send a runner ahead.”
 
   Thirty minutes later, I was seated in the kitchen of the recently remodeled home where King Faeron and Queen Renalla lived. Naurakka lay on the floor in a corner gnawing on the large meaty leg bone of an elk, seemingly happy.
 
   “So, Ryliss, what news do you have of Sky Raven? How are Maya and Alex?” Faeron asked, setting some large mugs of tea down in front of us all. Queen Renalla sat next to me and patted my hand reassuringly.
 
   “My Liege and Lady, I can honestly say that your daughter grows more beautiful and radiant every day…umm, Alex, too,” I added, walking a mental tightrope. I wasn’t sure how much I should reveal about the whole wings and glowing change. I came to the conclusion that it was probably something best explained by Alex and Maya in person.
 
   I hurriedly filled them in on the rescue of Xarparion and the new information about the coming attack on Sky Raven, also the Kerr’s intentions for our world. The mood at the table grew decidedly grimmer, and I saw my father’s face turn dark with anger.
 
   “Destroy the planet? Who do these Kerr, or even the Nova, for that matter, think they are that they can just come in and destroy our home? Why are they interfering?” he growled and shook his head.
 
   King Talmin just steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair in thought. “I’m sure they give it no more thought or remorse that we would sweeping a hornet’s nest out of the eves of our cottage, old friend.” He looked at me. “But you say Alex’s parents, the Nova, have a plan?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, but Alex, Maya and Sky Raven have to win their fight with the Lifebane and his forces for it to work.”
 
   The King pondered this for a moment before he asked, “And what will you do, Ryliss? Are you going back to Sky Raven?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No!” my father echoed, looking at me in abject horror.
 
   “Yes, I am!”
 
   “But, Ryliss!”
 
   “Father, King Talmin, my Queen…this all comes down to one chance, one battle, one throw of the dice. If Sky Raven falls, it will matter little if I die on her ramparts or ‘safe’ in my own bed here in the capital. The net result is the same. I have people who I have come to care about in this battle. I also believe in the message of change that Sky Raven represents for our entire world.” I paused to take a breath and continued, “Besides, if we win, someone should be there to chronicle the event. I’m sorry, but I intend to return to Sky Raven at dusk.” I sat back, folding my arms defiantly, searching each of their faces for signs of disagreement, but all I saw was concern and a flash of pride.
 
   King Talmin stood up and smiled. “Well, Ollis, it appears our young scholar has grown up. I just needed to hear her reasoning from her own lips, and I have to say I’m very impressed.” He put a gentle hand on my father’s shoulder. “If I’m not mistaken, the Ninth Corps owes a life debt to Sir Alex of Sky Raven for his timely rescue outside our gates during the undead siege. Even as depleted as our forces are, let no man say that our people stood idly by when our world was in peril.
 
   That evening when the portal on the hill opened, I walked through proudly with my Jag’uri, followed by my father and sixty-five fully equipped dark elf archer/rangers. Pulling up next to an astonished Rosa, I said, “I bear a message from King Talmin of the Dark Elves!”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   The arrival of the dark elf contingent was a surprise. Of course, there were some hostile looks exchanged between our human guards and the new arrivals. But Higs and Ollis both seemed to be going out of their way to work together. In fact, I was walking past the entrance to the barracks where the dark elves were housed when the door opened, and a young dark elf female who looked vaguely familiar stepped out.
 
   “Dawn?”
 
   She smirked, “Oh, hello, Father.”
 
   “What are you doing here and in disguise?” 
 
   “Just checking to see if the dark elves have recovered yet; Queen Maya was concerned.”
 
   “Recovered?”
 
   Dawns eyes lit up mischievously as she latched both hands onto my arm possessively and walked with me, winding our way through the streets servicing the barracks areas and finally into the civilian areas. “Oh, my Lady Queen hasn’t mentioned the dark elves’ reaction to her yet? Well, perhaps it isn’t my place to say then, me being just a humble handmaiden and all…”
 
   “Spill it or I’ll ban bacon from the fortress.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “No need to get testy, Father,” she purred, leaning her head softly on my shoulder. “You know I ever-so-hang on your every wish and command.”
 
   The story Dawn told me; I found curious. Maya, learning about the arrival of her countrymen, went down to the barracks where the dark elf troops were billeted to offer her thanks and encouragement. She was exhausted and emotionally drained from days of planning and certainly not in any frame of mind to face down veteran troops. Mind you, these were all hardened dark elf rangers, both male and female, and most of them were aware of the “Warrior Queen” episode from Maya’s brief stint as the dark elf Queen. But when they all gathered around her for the first time, it was as if she was still the Queen. They treated her with so much reverence, Maya became so overwhelmed with emotion that she inadvertently extended her wings and glowed briefly, lighting up the entire lounge with astral warmth.
 
   According to Dawn, the effect was immediate. To a man (or woman) they froze, their faces taking on an almost beatific calm, as they kneeled and placed their weapons on the floor at her feet. Every dark elf in the hall enthusiastically pledged their lives to her that day, and begged for the opportunity to serve as her personal guard and die gloriously smiting her enemies.
 
   “I’m pretty sure they all meant it, too,” Dawn sighed dramatically. “Oh, if only I had someone who thought of me in that way! But alas, I am but a poor, lonely dragon girl, doomed to wander the world fruitlessly comparing every man I meet to the impossibly high standards set by my own father. Ach, it is too painful to contemplate,” she gasped and pretended to fall into a swoon, knowing that I would catch her–which I did. Fortunately, I had spotted Hons approaching from down the street, so I deftly lifted the comely dark elf lass up and handed her off to the arms of the surprised earth wizard.
 
   “Here you go, Hons. Don’t ever say I hogged all the beautiful dark elf girls to myself!”
 
   My last meeting of the day was with Elsa and Darroth. Earlier that morning, Elsa had suggested we open a portal back to the dwarf capital. She reasoned that a large sack of gold coins from Sky Raven’s treasury would go a long way toward relieving our ballista bolt shortage, and she volunteered to broker the exchange. Before leaving, she had gathered up all the demon horns and claws that we had acquired as well, promising to make good use of them.
 
   I found them both at a small table in an empty stable that had been appropriated by Elsa’s boys as an impromptu bar. A huge keg of ale sat propped on its side in the back of a wheelless wagon which doubled as the serving platform and snack bar. As usual, they were hip-to-hip and both nursing a quart tankard of ale. Elsa slammed her hand down on the table and waved me over happily as I walked in.
 
   “Sir Alex, or should I say King Alex now? Come join us; have some ale.” 
 
   I waved her off and smiled. “No thanks, Elsa. I have no desire to wake up on a bar bench in my underwear ever again. So what good news do you have for me?”
 
   The blonde dwarf princess grinned and slid a piece of paper toward me across the table. “A receipt, your Kingliness, for three thousand dwarf-crafted, steel-tipped, ten-pound ballistae bolts which have been transported here and turned over to that sharp-tongued Ebony wench; and I have to say even she was speechless for a brief period!” 
 
   My mouth dropped open for a few seconds. “Elsa, you are amazing!” 
 
   “Aye, that I am, but that’s not all.” She reached under the table and pulled out a crimson-tipped arrow, setting it gently on the tabletop. “I showed those demon horns and claws to a few specialist friends. After a little trial and error, we decided they were more mineral than bone, so we ground them up and sintered the dust mixture into the alloy we make arrowheads out of, and it worked!”
 
   “What worked?”
 
   “In addition to the ballistae bolts, you now have three hundred demon killer arrows to distribute to your human and dark elf archers. I don’t think Ebony was nearly as impressed with the arrows, though. The way her nose curled up in disgust at the sight of them, Helios probably think they stink,” Elsa chuckled. “Now don’t worry, Alex, I saved you a piece.” She reached into her pocket and brought out the sharp tip of the minotaur horn that I had brought back with me from the hell dimension and set it on the table. “My friends recommend you incorporate this into your hammer to increase its effectiveness against demons.” 
 
   I looked at it for a few moments, and then pulled my hammer out of its sheath and examined it. The remaining horn piece was almost exactly the same size as the spike on the backside of the hammerhead. I held the horn at the appropriate angle and willed the metal to liquefy and flow around the base of the horn, completely encasing the back half but still leaving the razor sharp tip exposed. I was sweating profusely when I was done, but the change to the weapon was stunning. The white metal had not only flowed around the demon horn but somehow also purified it, turning it into a substance that resembled cut crystalline diamond. It no longer seemed to radiate evil, but it was definitely still badass.
 
   “One more, small thing,” Elsa crooned. “I had a few minutes so I stopped by and checked in with my brother. You know, just to let him know I was still alive and what was going on at Sky Raven. He became quite agitated when I told him about the Kerr. He was also fairly insulted that you didn’t come to him for help. I explained that you had a lot on your mind, what with the wings and everything and having to keep a full contingent of dark elves out of trouble.”
 
   “Ok, this story is leading to something…what?” I said impatiently.
 
   “Patience, you don’t rush a dwarf when they’re storytelling,” she counseled easily, wagging a finger at me. “Well, my brother, the King’s next question was exactly how many dark elves did Faeron send to defend Sky Raven? And I told him there were a few less than seventy here.”
 
   “So?”
 
   Elsa sighed and shook her head sadly. “Alex, you’re a fine lad and all, but you have no ale in your blood or music in your soul. Fine then, the King sent seventy axe warriors, all volunteers, back with me. Plus five master smiths to work with Darroth for good measure. He commands that we win the battle, however, so that he can rub it into the dark elves faces that we dwarves provided the greater service!”
 
   Later that night, Maya and I had just started to relax for the first time in days, in chairs in our room. I had barely enough time to sigh blissfully before Dawn and Dusk opened the door and stood before us.
 
   “We’re sorry about this, we know you both just got a break, but you’re needed at the main gate.”
 
   Maya moaned. “There had better be a friendly army on our doorstep,” she said sleepily.
 
   “Close,” said Dawn. “It’s Lady Belrothe and her people…all of her people. She is requesting to speak with you immediately.”
 
   We glanced at each other with surprise. Bel hasn’t exactly been one for open visits like this, usually she comes directly to us. But now that I think about it, the fortress might make that hazardous to her health. Reluctantly, I levered myself out of my overly comfortable chair. Maya had her arms out, pleading for me to help her up. The twins led us down the stairs once again; I was starting to question which idiot decided that the royal chambers needed to be in the highest bloody tower on the planet.
 
   When we arrived at the central court, several of Ebony’s guards along with Higs and a full squad carrying torches and glow orbs, were already there to meet us. 
 
   “There are a large number of farmers and villagers outside. It appears they’ve come to stay too; clothes, dogs, goats, and kids, lots of kids,” Higs reported. “It looks like they are being escorted by Segmun’s outriders and a small number of hooded warriors in light chainmail.”
 
   “Sounds like Bel’s people all right,” Maya whispered. “What are they doing here in the middle of the night?”
 
   I shook my head. “They must have the undead hard on their heels to make that long a trek in the dark. Ebony, do we have any of the barracks areas able to receive that many people?”
 
   “Yes, my King. We’ve had to do some shuffling around to keep the dwarves and the dark elves as far apart as possible, but I believe Barracks Five is available. It’s a little dusty but at least furnished and fully operational.”
 
   “Thank you, Ebony. Captain Higs, I’d like you to take charge of ushering the villagers inside and to their quarters. These are simple farm folk.”
 
   “Simple farm folk who live with vampires,” Nia interrupted from her perch on my shoulder.
 
   “As I was saying; they may be a little leery of the Helios until they get to know them. Wake people up if you need to; our new guests are probably hungry, and a few of them might even need healer attention. Please see that they get what they need.”
 
   “Yes Sir.” The captain saluted smartly and started issuing orders to several troopers who ran off in various directions.
 
   I took my dark elf’s arm and we started walking through the series of raised portcullis that protected the main door, which began to swing open. A group of four Helios slipped past us in order to go out first, with a like number and Ebony following behind. Once outside, we were struck by the wall of noise that a large unhappy group is capable of making; bleating goats, crying children, and barking dogs all vying for attention.
 
   As Higs reported, there were several hundred people milling about between the bridge and the walls. Bel’s people looked tired and scared. Their faces reminded me of what we all looked like that first day after losing Xarparion. 
 
   I nodded back at Higs and his men standing at the entrance, and they immediately started trotting out with glow orbs in hand to direct the leading elements into the courtyard. We walked a short distance out and away from the looming walls, which still emitted an eerie white glow even in pitch blackness. The Helios warriors formed a protective cocoon around us, swords drawn and at the ready. 
 
   Bel dismounted effortlessly, leaving her horse’s reins on the ground; all of the rest of her guard force hung back. As she approached, our guards instinctively put themselves between us and her. “First dragons and now this; you never cease to amaze me, young ones,” she said, pausing to eye the golden warriors. “These new protectors of yours are very interesting. Even from here, I know what those swords would do to a master vampire such as myself.” I smiled slightly, realizing that Belrothe was fishing for a reaction from Ebony and her girls; and much to the Helios credit, none of them even flinched at the information.
 
   “Still up to your old tricks, eh, Lady Belrothe?” said Ebony.
 
   Bel’s face lit up in recognition. “Guardswoman Ebony? Well, isn’t this a surprise! It seems you’ve seen the light and joined the ranks of the undead as well.”
 
   “I’ve seen the light, it is true; but not undead. However, that’s a story for another time,” Ebony retorted.
 
   “Indeed.” Bel came closer to us, but the guardswomen didn’t budge. Maya nodded and gestured for them to fall back.
 
   “It’s alright, Ebony. Lady Hornalde is a friend and business partner, we have nothing to fear from her or her people.” 
 
   “Thank you. Queen Maya and King Alex, may I approach so that we may speak freely?”
 
   “Certainly, Lady,” I said, my interest piqued. She stepped forward and withdrew a large parcel of scrolls from her hooded robe.
 
   “You are no doubt wondering about all this,” she said, indicating the procession moving into the fortress with a wave of her elegant hand. “Well, I come bearing gifts. The first…” She lifted her hand toward a large freight wagon pulled by four draft horses at the middle of the procession. The farm folk who were driving it stood up in the seats and threw back a large tarp revealing baskets of greenery. “This is as much healing herbs and poultice roots as my people could harvest on short notice. It should be enough to help out greatly in your upcoming battle.” 
 
   She paused and handed me the parcel of scrolls, a little tremor showing in her hands. “The second gift is this.” I opened the scrolls, and even though it was dark, I could read it plainly with my mage sight. Most of the back sheets were supporting documents for the top writ, which garnered most of my attention.
 
   “Lady, this deeds all of the Hornalde lands to the King of Sky Raven Fortress! Like all of it…?”
 
   “Indeed, King Alex, it does; from the human settlement at the outflow of Dashern Lake, to the primordial dark forests to the far south, up to the border of the dark elf lands to the southeast and the dwarf lands to the northeast, including the abandoned seaport and, of course, the valley holding our farm communities. Even the lowlands behind your mountain for ten leagues or more are included. Maya, I believe it would take even one of your ‘handmaidens’ the better part of a full day to fly its full circumference.” 
 
   “This is a huge parcel of land; how did you acquire it all?”
 
   She smiled a toothy grin. “Let’s just say when the last of the human landowners in the area were on the verge of leaving in the face of the swarms of undead, they were more than happy to trade their worthless-to-them holdings for gold. We vampires tend to look at investments in the long term. It’s all legal, including the boundary signoffs by the Kings of the dark elves and dwarves at the time.”
 
   “But I thought the dwarves built the seaport?”
 
   “Oh, they very much did; but they were commissioned and paid to build it by the human rulers of the time. The dwarves never owned the actual port, but now you do.”
 
   “But why, Bel? Why are you giving it to us?” Maya interjected.
 
   “Because she can no longer hold the territory through force of arms,” Ebony muttered under her breath.
 
   The old vampire swiveled her blonde head, her hearing as acute as ever. “Indeed, Ebony, perceptive as always.” Then she turned back to look at Maya and me. “However, it is not the only reason, nor even the primary one. King Alex, in the days of old, most of which I remember fondly, it was the Lord of the land’s sacred duty to protect his vassals in times of duress.” Bel nodded at the trail of villagers passing through the gate. “Even inviting them into their own castle for protection when war ravaged the land.”
 
   I nodded, this was basic history taught even at Foalshead. “Bel, we’re friends. I would have offered your people shelter without all this.”
 
   Belrothe reached up and ran an affectionate hand along Maya’s face. “You look so much like your mother, you know.” Turning back to me, she smiled. “I know you would never have considered turning my people away, Alex; you have a good and pure heart, both of you. But the fact is, Ebony is correct; the Lich has decimated my vampire liegemen and slaughtered all of my living descendants, save for Segmun, who has neither the desire nor the aptitude to manage an estate. He will happily play dashing cavalry commander until the day it kills him. So you can see, the proud Hornalde line is at an end, and we no longer have use for these lands.” 
 
   She stopped and paused, looking around as if taking it all in for the last time. “But when the Lifebane is defeated and normality returns to this region, Sky Raven will need a substantial territory to supply it, and coin from trade to support it. For the sake of my people, I would rather see a wise, benevolent ruler assume leadership than have the lands that I love lapse into petty land grabs, war, and chaos.”
 
   Maya took my arm and clung to it in concern, speaking out shakily, “Bel, you’re talking like you aren’t going to be here.”
 
   She smiled, her dark eyes glistening. “On the eve of battle, is it not customary for those who are close to make their last will and wishes known to their comrades in the event they should fall in battle? Is that not what friends do for each other?”
 
   By this time, Maya had tears streaming down her face as she answered, “Yes, Bel, that is exactly what friends do.” And she drew the surprised vampire in for an emotional hug. Belrothe blinked and returned the gesture almost reverently, touching my dark elf like she was made of glass. Finally, drying her own tears and composing herself, Bel took a step back.
 
   “Thank you, my dear; however, just to satisfy Ebony’s opinion of me, I do have two selfish requests. First, when this is all over, I would like you to grant back my personal home estate either to me or my successor. We spent many years developing the process to foster safe interaction between vampire and villager. It’s where we take new vampires and train them to live respectfully with humans. The staff who live there, breathing and non-breathing alike, know what to do. It is good work and it deserves to be continued.”
 
   “Done,” I whispered. “Kalah’s memory will be preserved.” 
 
   Belrothe nodded gratefully. “Second, if you could find a permanent place for Segmun and his outriders in your army, I would be most appreciative. I know he is very taken with the grandeur of this fortress, and perhaps more so, the charms of some of the wizard girls currently living here.” She grinned sheepishly. “Who knows, he might even survive long enough to marry and father a new generation of Hornaldes.”
 
   “You have my word, Lady.”
 
   She nodded curtly. “Well, I have taken too much of your time already. You two should be in bed, you have a battle to fight tomorrow. I would like to visit Renalla, and it’s a long trip, even for a vampire.”
 
   “I would offer to send you through our portal but…”
 
   Belrothe raised her hand to stop me and looked up appreciatively at the stark white walls towering over us. “No, Alex, as much as I would love to tour your shining fortress, it is not for one such as me. I’m afraid even as old as I am, I wouldn’t last two minutes within her walls, but thank you for the offer. By tomorrow, this wondrous place will be besieged. My liegemen and I will harass the rear lines of the undead as much as possible, plus I still have one Amulet of Tepestra left to collect.”
 
   The vampire took both of Maya’s hands in hers and gave her a stern look. “You, young Queen, need to hold onto this one,” she bobbed her head in my direction, “with all your might and never, ever let go.”
 
   “I promise, Lady Bel,” Maya whispered.
 
   “Goodbye, my child.” And with that, Belrothe performed a formal bow and strode back to her waiting horse. Mounting up, she joined Segmun and his cavalry as they silently picked their way cautiously through the darkness over the bridge and eventually out of sight.
 
   As we returned to the main gate, I turned to Ebony and growled, “Remove the damn bridge!”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   Daybreak, just a few hours after admitting Belrothe’s people to the fortress, found me wide-awake yet again. I swear, when this is all over, I am going grab my best pillow (his name is Alex) and sleep soundly for a week. At the moment, my feet dangled over as I sat perched on the very top of the main wall, just off center of the main gate. Ebony sat next to me and four of her guards stood a few steps behind. We watched as humans and dwarves toiled to drag the last of the bridge beams through the main gate. Even using some of the teams of horses that Bel left behind, it was difficult work. At the same time, several earth wizards next to the river bank were destroying the bridge piers; essentially erasing all evidence that a bridge ever existed, save for the road.
 
   I gazed out over the scrub grasses and few hardy alfalfa stems that made up the field stretched out before my eyes, knowing full well that in a few hours it would be a bloody battlefield. At least more blood spilled out here equaled less spilled within the gates of Sky Raven. “So, Winya, how do you think this will play out? Tens of thousands of undead and an army of demons; piece of cake, right?”
 
   “Forget about the undead, Maya. They serve only two purposes; to intimidate the defenders and to bottle us up in the fortress. We all know they would be incinerated their first step inside these walls and the Duke knows it as well.”
 
   “Ok, that still leaves the demons.”
 
   “Yes, and unfortunately, they are a big unknown factor. All we have to go on is what we encountered at Xarparion. There may be many other varieties and strengths that we don’t have a clue about. We’ll have to put them down as a big question mark.”
 
   “Great,” I said sarcastically. “Well, let’s talk strategy then. If the undead are non-issues, that means the demons are his principle strike force. The Duke doesn’t have to feed either of his forces, so supply lines aren’t critical. Are we looking at a battle lasting six months or six hours?”
 
   “Definitely closer to six hours I would wager, my Queen,” Ebony added assertively. “Demons bore easily, and if they aren’t constantly entertained, they will start to wander off to find trouble on their own. That is a big problem for the Duke. From a game strategy viewpoint, a quick, decisive win is preferable to a long, drawn out game of attrition. My money is on the Duke going for a quick win.”
 
   “That means he’ll need an edge or a trick of some sort. He already knows the walls and main gate are impenetrable from his first battle here. So what does that leave us? The secret passage Queen Rialla used?” I questioned.
 
   “It’s too small to transport large numbers, plus both sides know of its existence, so there’s no surprise factor there,” Winya supplied pensively.
 
   “Ok, he can’t go through the walls or around them, which only leaves flyers going over the walls.”
 
   “I would tend to agree based on the information we have. We should also anticipate a night attack as they will be expecting primarily human defenders who can’t see in the dark.”
 
   “So tonight, we load up the walls with Helios bowmen and dark elf archers carrying the demon killer arrows, with the dwarves and battle Helios on the back ramparts to dispatch any demons that land on the walls. Humans will be held in reserve. Alex, Nia, and I will roam around and plug any gaps or outbreaks. Sky Raven must stand strong…all in agreement?”
 
   “Agreed!”


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Alex
 
   Seven days had passed since we returned from our raid on Xarparion and the event where the portals opened and the Helios joined our ranks. It was now mid-afternoon; earlier we had been sent to bed by our handlers to try and get at least a couple hours of sleep. Basically, Maya and I just spooned together with my arms around her. I tucked my face into her silver curls and luxuriated in the scent of her hair. I felt like I had barely closed my eyes when Dusk woke us.
 
   “You two need to see this.”
 
   Groans aside, a few minutes and a long trek back down the tower and across the fortress later, we found ourselves on the ramparts looking down at the largest army ever assembled on the planet. There were tens of thousands of undead, with more moving up from behind to mass at the base of the mountain. Apparently, the Duke no longer cared if his troops were spotted. Of course, he would know there were only two ways in and out of the fortress; the main gatehouse, and the not-so-secret escape passage used by Queen Rialla. Our Tempest bodyguards had already reported that that way out was heavily blocked by demons. Too bad for the Lifebane that we weren’t going to make it easy for him this time, and we had no intention of running.
 
   “Actually, there are three ways out,” Rosa injected into my mind, which Winya heard and passed on to my dark elf. “The portal, but I just checked on it, and something seems to be making it unstable. I don’t know that I would trust it.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Maya huffed uneasily. “Where could you portal to that wouldn’t be ash anyway when the sun explodes? Best lock it down Rosa, we wouldn’t want the Duke to figure out a way to use it against us.” 
 
   “Good point,” Rosa returned sadly, and then seemed to mentally wander off to attend to other issues.
 
   Refocusing on the battlefield, it didn’t take raptor vision to see the tsunami that was building. What the eagle keenness did reveal was the large number of demons mixed in with and around the undead horde. I counted at least six different types that I hadn’t encountered before; some had wings, most had horns or some form of goring appendage. Sharp teeth, claws and a bad attitude seemed to be standard issue for all of them. A lot of them were reddish-hued, but black and vomit green were also popular. Suddenly it hit me; I didn’t see a single siege engine being rolled up, or ladders, or siege towers, either. This struck me as a bad sign, and I felt Winya’s level of concern rising through our link. 
 
   “Looks like it’s going to be tonight, then,” Maya whispered, still taking in the view.
 
   I heard a familiar buzzing sound and Nia flew into sight, heavily laden with two large cups of some steaming hot liquid. I quickly took the proffered one from her tired little hands.
 
   “Thanks, Mr. Alex. These were maybe just a little too heavy for me,” she panted.
 
   I took a deep breath of the aromatic steam, recognizing Rosa’s brew of the stuff that tastes like dirt, but in a good way. Taking an appreciative sip, I watched Maya take the other cup, and I sighed. Nia cocked her head slightly with a disgusted look on her face. 
 
   “Master, yours is bitter and nasty; I don’t see what you like about it. Maya’s is much better.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It’s the same as yours, but Rosa added a lot of chocolate and some warm milk to hers so it tastes yummy.”
 
   “Oh, is that why I only have half a cup?” Maya laughed, pointing at the frothy mustache on the face of our adopted daughter.
 
   “Umm, well,” Nia grinned bashfully, “both mugs full were too heavy for me, so I drank some to lighten the load. Oddly, it didn’t seem to help the carry factor much. Sorry, Mom.”
 
   “No matter, little daughter.” Maya smiled broadly, giving Nia a gentle caress across the tops of her wings. “We were just about to go down for a last good meal before the fun starts. Care to join us?”
 
   “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly. I’m feeling really full at the moment; unless, of course, you think they have strudel with lots of icing!”
 
   We both chuckled and took one last, lingering look. “I just hope we’re ready,” Maya said under her breath.
 
   “We will be,” said Ebony, appearing behind us. “I have a progress update for you. The dwarves have finished their work on the ballista and catapults. The curtain wall bolt shooters are also fully functional. As long as those aren’t destroyed, our people shouldn’t have to worry too much about attacks from the air. Conlan and his personal team are still working on that strange weapon that the Nova need; personally, I don’t think it will be done in time. But Conlan says he and his team will work on it even through the battle if need be.”
 
   With all the commotion and the planning, I had almost forgotten about the tower weapon. In the back of my mind, I hoped we wouldn’t have to depend on it to save the world. It was bad enough having to put untried fifteen-year-old wizards on the firing line, but a weapon that no one even knows what it does? Well, no one but my parents and they weren’t talking. 
 
   But for now all we could do was wait and pray things didn’t spiral out of hand.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   Nightfall was fast approaching, and the level of pre-battle preparations was reaching a hive-like intensity. And for once in my life, I was actually nervous about all this. Not in the sense of worrying about living or dying, not even about the prospect of the end of the world; after all, if you really think about it, every warrior who falls in battle has their own personal world end. No, what I was most worried about was Alex. One of his great failings is that he cares too much. He feels personally responsible for every person in this fortress. Hell, he would even feel bad if the donkeys were slain. I am just hoping that if things get bad, he will be able to hold it all together.
 
   After our last meal, and yes, there was strudel, I made him go down to the forge for a couple hours and finish a project that Ranny, the water wizard boy from the tournament, and he had been working on all week when they had the time. All I knew was that it had something to do with the twins but not much else, I had been just too busy with Winya and Ebony.
 
   At dusk, I asked Winya to summon my mate, and a few minutes later I felt his warm presence behind me. We were once again standing on the wall surveying the undead mob below that pretty much covered every scrap of ground beyond ballista range. Something was keeping them back just far enough and waiting. Winya had elected not to raise the ballistae emplacements until the charge started and we had some idea of their plan. She did not want some form of trickery to take out her artillery like last time. Just because we couldn’t see siege engines didn’t mean they weren’t out there. We were also secreting the bulk of our Helios forces, with the exception of the Tempests, in the keep hoping the surprise would give us an edge.
 
   However, this plan hinged on the unlikely chance that the Duke or Kerr didn’t already know about the fortress’s new claws. I looked around; the walls weren’t that heavily manned at the moment, at least by a normal fortress’s standards. But knowing that Winya and eighty of her girls held this ground for days against a superior force made me feel better about our chances. We currently had a mix of dark elves, wizards, and dwarves on the ramparts. The Helios would join them as soon as the battle commenced. Our human soldier contingent of about one hundred twenty or so was lined up at the base of the wall, ready to plug holes if necessary. Able-bodied townsfolk and many of Bel’s farmers were assembled just inside the curtain walls with buckets of sand, shovels, and wet hides to fight fires.
 
   “I hope you two are ready,” Alex’s father said shortly after flashing into existence behind us. “This isn’t going to be a fair fight, I can tell you that.”
 
   We turned to face him and found that he was outfitted in ornate golden armor, complete with inlaid filigreed designs featuring celestial events. It looked more ornamental than functional to me; but Alex, being the armor expert, will tell me about it someday, I’m sure. Oreale appeared next to him in another flash of light; and her armor looked more natural, almost organic in nature. It could best be described as shell-like; not all bumpy and crusty like the dream weaver’s true appearance, but thick and smooth like swirled, polished abalone shell. It was incredibly beautiful.
 
   Alex was talking, so I had to snap out of it and listen. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be, I guess,” he finished and resumed looking out over the battlefield, lost in his own thoughts.
 
   Ranther joined his son at the parapet. “The Kerr is here. I can feel its presence, and the game will start shortly.”
 
   “Game?” Alex questioned harshly. “This is no damn game! People are going to bleed and die here shortly!”
 
   “To the Kerr, it is a game. The game format is really the only way our kind can resolve conflicts without destroying whole galaxies in the process.” He paused, shaking his head ruefully and addressed us both. “Son, Daughter, I would be a blatant hypocrite if I didn’t admit to you that I have played at these types of games as well. But when I met your mother, one of the very mortals whose lives I had so callously spent as mere pawns, even for good, I found I couldn’t do it anymore. I’m sorry. Listen, regardless of what you may think of me right now, time is short and the fate of your world is very much hanging in the balance. The battle will start in a few minutes now. When that time comes, your mother and I will do something that we would never ever consider if it weren’t for the love of our son. Anyway, the dwarves are almost done with the tower weapon, but you need to buy us and them as much time as you can. If at all possible, kill the Lifebane; but at the very least, keep him away from the crystal. 
 
   Oreale stepped quietly up behind us and announced, “It’s time, Ranther.” I watched in amazement as she unsheathed a massive two-handed great hammer from behind her back. Alex just gawked in stunned amusement, finally commenting, “A great hammer, Mother?”
 
   “What? You didn’t think you got your skills for smashing things from your father, did you?” she said with a frosty smile. “But right now, I need to take this hammer and bash a certain someone.” She looked back to her husband. “Ready, my love?”
 
   “Yes,” he said as he summoned a long sword and shield to his hands.
 
   “Excellent! You might want to cover your ears everyone, this is going to be loud.” With that, she raised her hammer high into the air and brought it down so hard onto the fortress walls I thought for sure they would crumble. Instead of the expected chips of stone flying everywhere, there was an explosion of light. Beams shot out from the impact spot, and after a few moments, they had completed carving what looked like a formal grid pattern in the clouds.
 
   Suddenly a booming female voice cackled from the sky, “Ah, the game board is all set up and everything!” Looking up, I saw what looked like a woman floating effortlessly in the clouds above us. She or it would have been stunning by human standards, pale, tall, and shapely with waist-length black hair. But with my eagle vision, it was her lava-red eyes that screamed to the world that she was far from human. That, and she radiated dark power, lots of it. 
 
   This being could only be the Kerr, the malevolent intent flaring off her in waves made me nauseous. I looked sideways at Alex’s father and whispered, “I thought all others were male?”
 
   “It is,” Ranther grimaced. “He just likes to appear as a female to confuse and distract his opponents.”
 
   “So you know this Kerr? You’ve faced it before?”
 
   He sighed uneasily. “Yes, Maya, many times. He is their most skilled champion.”
 
   “But you’ve beaten him before, right?” 
 
   “Well, no, the bastard never loses; but then I’ve never had so much reason to win before either. Plus he’s never had to contend with Oreale,” he gritted and turned his attention back to the Kerr. She looked around a bit with a finger on her chin, a most humanlike affectation. 
 
   “Hmm, now let’s see; fortress over there with its pesky defenders, check,” she said pointing at us. “Unstoppable undead army over here, check. Game board? Yep, got that too. Looks like all the pieces are in place. Oh wait, we forgot the spectators to watch the end of your pathetic little world.”
 
   Instantly, thousands of demons appeared in the sky, settling in on the grid Alex’s mother had just made. All of them were hooting and howling encouragement for their undead and demon brethren below.
 
   Alex’s father stepped forward to the edge of the wall. “Call off your demons, Kerr; they have no place in this world or this battle.”
 
   She covered her mouth in feigned surprise. “Cheating? Why I never! I am simply leveling the playing field. After all, an army of only undead would hardly be fun to watch, now would it? Besides, you Nova claim that your nebulia are worth a thousand of our demons. Since this human has one,” she said as she pointed out Alera below the walls, “it would only be equitable for my team to have a thousand demons, don’t you think?”
 
   “No,” said Oreale, “Alera summoned her protector though her own magic. Your demons were not summoned.”
 
   The Kerr smiled in a leering manner and ignored her. “So this is dear, sweet Alera. I’ve actually heard much about you. You have the distinction of being the reward most requested by my demon commanders. Any one, or all of them, would just love the chance to play with you for all eternity. Of course, you might not enjoy the experience as much as they will.”
 
   I could see that Alex was tensing up and becoming angrier by the minute; apparently the Kerr noticed it as well.
 
   “Ah, the young hero is getting full of righteous indignation,” she snarled. “Excellent. Tell me, Alex Martin, Master Enchanter, Prince of the Nova, when you recruited your harem of sweet companions, did it ever occur to you the high price each and every one of them would pay when you ultimately fail them? Because I intend to make it a very high personal price, indeed.”
 
   “Enough of your mind games, Kerr!” Ranther shouted. “The real game starts in sixty seconds!”
 
   Alex’s father turned to us. “It’s never going to back down and this is getting us nowhere. I know you are both ready for this, just stay together and do what you feel is right. When you have your chance, don’t hesitate, strike with everything you have.” We both nodded, even though that was probably the worst inspirational speech I have ever heard. I was more concerned about the emotions I was seeing scroll across my mate’s face. Alex was truly angry, an emotion that I rarely saw in him; and for the life of me, I couldn’t tell you if that was more likely to spell our salvation or our doom.
 
   Suddenly the sky erupted with another flash of light. I looked up to see an army of nebulia formed in ranks in the clouds. Although their numbers seemed fewer than that of the demons, they saluted us in bravery and triumph.
 
   “Excellent,” gushed the Kerr. “At last, a challenge! You have no idea how long I’ve been setting up this game. But I don’t quite think you understand, little ones. You can’t hide half your pieces on a game board.” My heart sunk a little as I realized that it knew about the Helios we had stashed away and probably every other countermeasure we had dreamed up as well. I should have expected that, I suppose, when your opponent is an ageless, superior being that can create and destroy worlds. With a chilling laugh of evil glee he/she swept her arm back expansively. “But as a show of good faith, I will reveal my cards first.”
 
   Down on the open battlefield below us, scores of zombies and ghouls vanished when eight huge purplish-black portals popped into existence virtually on top of them. Where they went, I’m not sure; but it mattered little as there were still thousands waiting to take their places in the assault. Suddenly, eight monstrous beast-like demons clanked out. I say clanked because their bodies appeared to be made up entirely of steel plate and stone. It took a long time for them to clear the portal, because I would have to estimate they were at least three hundred feet long! Shaped flat and low like some kind of nightmarish centipede, the creature had hundreds of legs, which threw sparks every time it scraped its own sides. The backs were flat, rough textured and ridged across its twenty-foot width, with leaf-shaped bone plates sticking up on both edges. I really had no idea what to make of them, but then I was thinking like a hand-to-hand warrior. Winya finally enlightened me.
 
   “Living siege ladders!”
 
   The look of horror on my face must have said it all, as the Kerr gloated. “Glad you like them. I made them just for the two of you and your irksome enchanted walls.” 
 
   Suddenly, Winya was screaming in my head, and I winced in pain as she broadcast loudly to her troops. “Everyone to your stations! Raise the ballista and bolter stations! Come on, people, move!” In my head, I saw the doors to the keep burst open and disgorge our Helios defenders at a dead run, each splitting off to her assigned station with practiced efficiency. I saw Alex dash to the back side of the walls and shout something down to our troops below.
 
   Still hovering above us, the Kerr looked down at our army with interest. “Hmm, a new indigenous lesser form of nebulia? Ranther, you naughty boy, you’ve been holding out on me. But no matter, I don’t see the numbers matching up well for you. But I will have to say the game just got a lot more fun.” It giggled, “Well, let’s get this party started!” With great drama, she pulled out a couple of small cubes from an unseen pocket in her slinky dress and tossed them up into the air. They seemed to bounce and roll across the overcast sky, tumbling aimlessly, bumping off clouds, and all the while getting bigger and bigger, until finally teetering to a stop. I recognized them now; they were similar to the game of bones that bored soldiers gambled their pay away on incessantly. 
 
   “Snake eyes, how appropriate!” the Kerr sneered, as she cackled and then shot up into the heavens to join her demon army in the sky. She was closely followed by Alex’s parents in their full regalia. There was an almost immediate clap of thunder as the two celestial armies ripped into each other above our heads. Tearing my eyes away from the spectacle, I realized I had to focus on my own battle; and for any of us to survive, we had to win!
 
   A long, low moaning horn blast sounded from the undead and demon horde below us, and a black cloud of flying bat-like demons rose up like a flight of blackbirds over a cornfield and screeched toward us claws and fangs extended. Alex was still at the back of the wall, but I saw him windmill his arm at something down below us and then walk casually back to join me with a satisfied look on his face.
 
   Suddenly, I felt the small hairs on the back of my neck rise up in dread, and I actually felt the air pressure behind me change as two keening screams shattered the night air. It’s hard to describe the sound, but it’s something so basic and primal that a part of our brain reacts without thinking–dragons! Like scaly death itself, Dawn and Dusk flashed up and over the walls just a few feet above our heads, unleashing a flight call that shook the ground two hundred feet below us. They flew eagerly to the attack. Part of me cringed at the display, and the other part noted the vast changes in them. They seem to grow larger every time I see them, but the startling part was the new bluish-white scale mail that covered and protected nearly every inch of them. There was also an impressive set of wicked-looking spikes mounted on their tail armor. It looked heavy, but I couldn’t see that it hampered their movements in the slightest; more of Alex’s enchantments I would wager.
 
   They did a quick pass and circling above our heads, let out a roar which a few short weeks before would have dropped every human within a half mile to their knees. But this time, it served to rally the defenders. I saw silver dragon flags and banners being proudly run up numerous poles to sail defiantly over the fortress as Dawn easily ripped the first over-eager demon she encountered in half, the parts corkscrewing aimlessly to the ground in front of the walls. 
 
   The ground forces below us were already grinding steadily toward the river, but it was the flying demons that would strike us first.
 
   “Siege teams, light them up!” Ebony shouted as she assumed her position on the walls near where we stood. Looking back at the curtain walls to our rear, I saw the emplacements swivel around and suddenly the sky was filled with blue projectiles of pure magic, streaming out in long twists of power. The first wall of demons hit and were absolutely shredded. I felt a brief moment of confidence, at least that part worked. Unfortunately, unlike undead, the demons were smart enough to change tactics and spread out, forcing our turrets to target them individually. We only have four emplacements, and there were thousands of fliers.
 
   I thought for sure they would attack the wall defenders first, but I was wrong. As I watched in horror, wave after wave peeled off and pursued our dragon girls. They were savaging them relentlessly, with fireballs and claws. I was ready to fly out to save them, but Alex’s strong hand fastened onto my shoulder.
 
   “Maya, the girls will be fine.”
 
   My eyes were already tearing up and the battle hadn’t really started yet. “But, Alex, they are being hit with fire! They hate fire!”
 
   He shook his head. “Not anymore, not in that armor. A silver dragon’s hide is the thickest and strongest of all the dragons, only fire can normally hurt them. That ice armor was designed for just that, nothing else. Now I think we have other matters to attend to.”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   Maya was concerned and scared about what might happen to our friends and family; well, so was I, with all my heart. But deep down I knew the time for brooding over what could have been or what should have been was over. I reached down, and for the first time felt a palatable connection to my Vakha spirit animal. I knew without a shadow of a doubt I would defend my mate, my friends, and this place to my last drop of blood.
 
   The heavy ballista eventually rose out of their shielded berths and locked on target, finally started to churn. Launching ten pound steel-tipped spears, the expert dwarven crews could manage a shot every thirty seconds. Most were the stocks that Elsa had purchased from the dwarf capital, but every crew had a few specials to use at their discretion.
 
   In my head, almost as an urgent background commentary, I could hear Winya barking out a string of orders and repositioning artillery.
 
   “Ballista teams, concentrate on the big demons. Once dealt with, or if unable to target effectively, refocus on the demon infantry. Catapults and trebuchets, areas five and eight, fire for effect!”
 
   The nearby ka-chuk of the firing ballista intensified as I watched them deliver direct hits to the fleshy sides of the siege ladder demons. But as accurate and powerful as the missiles were, they didn’t seem to faze the beasts in the slightest.
 
   “Winya, one ballista station per beast is too slow. You’ll need to concentrate multiples on a single target and start using the special-tipped ones,” I sent her over our link. She didn’t acknowledge me directly, but almost immediately her orders changed to reflect my instructions.
 
   “All ballista, retarget ladder beast in sector six!”
 
   The turrets swiveled as one and fired, a salvo of missiles striking the selected victim. Several of the heavy javelins pierced the armor where it was weakest–at the leg joints. This had the effect of disabling a number of legs on its right side. Apparently too stupid to compensate for the imbalance, the creature veered perilously off course and ended up crashing recklessly through the assembled undead that were milling about in front of the river. 
 
   By now, the first waves of undead and demons lined the waterway. I even watched as several demons deliberately pushed a few zombies into the rushing water to see what would happen. They were swept away in a heartbeat, their bodies dissolving almost before they were cast off either side of the mountain’s lower waterfalls.
 
   “What the…?”
 
   Winya chuckled, pausing in her non-stop barking of orders. “The water that passes through the fortress comes in contact with enough of the crystal guy’s magic to give it a ‘positive charge of good’. It’s like acid to the low-level undead and poison to the higher-ups and demons. In fact, that’s probably what killed that vampire we found on our first day here.”
 
   “Boy, did Lifebane pick the wrong fortress to pick on!”
 
   “I would agree. Now, let’s prove it to him!” 
 
   The undead bunched up at the river’s edge, and being reasonably close to our walls, made a perfect target for our magic users. Mingt and his students cast fireball after fireball into their tightly-packed midst. He had conscripted Nia into their group as well, and I saw my friend flitting around the ramparts, unleashing pixie fire as only she could. They appeared to be doing a lot of damage, and corpses were clearly on fire as the flames spread from zombie to zombie. The demons actually seemed to be enjoying the heat though. The first three ladder demons reached the river, rearing back at the banks and flinging their front claws toward the far bank. The first two managed to span the river correctly; and even though I could see their legs and soft undersides boiling away in the holy water, their stone and steel backs held up, locking together and creating a perfect arched bridge. The third demon was not so lucky. It caught a ballista bolt just as it flung its length across the tumultuous water. It contracted in pain just enough to miss the far bank and collapse fully into the frothing torrent. The chunks that were left by the time it washed over the side falls weren’t big enough to put in a bread basket.
 
   The two functional bridges now had undead and demon troops swarming across as Winya bellowed coordinates for the siege engines to take them out. One more centipede bridge attached itself to the far bank despite heavy fire from our catapults and ballista, and the last three crossed over the existing bridges and were now angling for our foundation walls. The remaining bridge demon, which had encountered navigation problems earlier, seemed to have repaired itself. It was now attempting to limp slowly over one of its brethren spanning the water. Winya shouted out instructions to one of the dwarven spotters, and a few seconds later, I heard an enormous crash as one of the trebuchets let loose from within the main courtyard. A stone as big as a beer barrel lofted far over our heads, reached its arc, and descended sharply down. It caught the demon while it was at the midpoint of traversing the bridge, and the heavy projectile holed both the centipede and the demon bridge under it, splashing into the river below. With a loud crack I could clearly hear from the top of the walls, the bridge fractured and broke apart, collapsing both creatures into the steaming waters. A spirited cheer went up from the dwarven engineers manning the emplacements.
 
   Too close for either bombardment or direct fire ballista, the bridge demons at the base of our walls were able to work practically unmolested, save for arrow fire which was ineffectual. They stretched up to their full height and one by one, essentially fell over onto our walls. The charms on the walls worked to kill them the same as the holy water, but by this time the damage was done. Even dead, they bridged our walls, and the rapidly moving demons and ghouls scrambled up the makeshift siege towers to battle our defenders.
 
   “Pull the wizards back to the curtain walls,” Winya commanded. “Iron Maidens, shields up. Guard your charges!”
 
   By now, the swifter ghouls were attaining the top of our main walls. Most were being cut in half by Elsa’s warriors or skewered by the Maidens. I noted uneasily that the top of the walls must not have been spelled against undead, as it didn’t seem to be working up here. Maya and I killed several that veered our way. 
 
   More of the more mobile undead came up onto the walls, slowly driving the defenders back as more undead and demons poured over the ramparts.
 
   “We need to get rid of those siege ladders, like right now!” I shouted.
 
   “Agreed,” Maya said shortly. She ran to the back railing that overlooked the courtyard. “Hons! I need your earth wizards to try and break those things off my wall!”
 
   “Yes, Ma am!” saluted the young Primus.
 
   “Come on,” Maya winked. She sprouted her wings and diving off the wall, lifted above the battle effortlessly. We had attracted the attention of a couple of bat demons, but they fell easily to our weapons. Darting back, we hovered over one of the siege ladders leaned up against our fortification. Dropping softly onto the front parapet, I brought my hammer down two-handed on the spot where the ladder leaned, pausing first to kick a weird horned demon that looked like a legless moth off the battlements. Apparently very light, the impact sent it howling out away from the wall and all the way into the shallow edge of the river. But for every one I knocked off, there were five more charging up the ramp; strange malformed creatures, which had no rhyme or reason for looking like they did. Wow, the Lifebane must really be scraping the bottom of hell’s barrel for these winners. 
 
   Even my most energetic attempts at loosening the ladder’s grip on my wall were in vain. I could blow chips off it all day, but I needed to find a weaker spot. Maya came up behind me and touched me on the shoulder. “Alex, you need to take this thing out already. I’ll deal with the undead.” She did some impressive aerial flips with the aid of her wings, landing mere feet in front of me with her sword pulverizing the undead that were there. 
 
   Out of good ideas, I elected to go with the fallback, bad idea option. I fluttered up and over my dark elf holding the line against the invaders, and then came down in front of her on the down slope, cancelling the weight offsets on my armor. Immediately gravity seized me and, more importantly, my six thousand pounds of armor. With my wings still extended, I did a barely-controlled slide down the ramp, knocking off every demon, ghoul, zombie, and skeleton racing up the ladder. About halfway down, I slowed somewhat knowing that I certainly didn’t want to land in the mob at the base. Flipping my hammer over, I slammed the spike into the stone back of the now-deceased demon and watched with satisfaction as cracks spider-webbed throughout and, more importantly, across the ramp. I felt a deep rumble like stone grating on stone, and suddenly I was in free fall as the structure quickly collapsed, snapping neatly in half below me. A few decent wing beats and I was back up near my mate. We both watched the carnage below, as hundreds of attackers were crushed by the falling ladder bridge. 
 
   I hovered there for a few seconds while Maya dispatched the group that had clung to the rampart when the bridge dropped. I took a few moments to take stock. The air battle was going reasonably well, largely due to the bolt shooters and Dusk and Dawn’s efforts. But on the walls, it was another story. We had already lost high numbers of our dark elves and dwarf fighters. The Iron Maidens were taking up the slack, but just barely; and Higs was rushing our human contingents up the stairways to plug the gaps. Looking out, there seemed to be no end to the sea of bodies rushing to overwhelm our walls. Suddenly, four more of the infernal portals opened up beyond the river, and another phalanx of the centipede-like bridge demons crawled out, brushing the undead aside in their haste to cross the barriers.
 
   “Four more are coming,” I shouted to Maya.
 
   “Where the hell do they keep coming from?”
 
   “You know you answered your own question, right?” I growled.
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   The battle was not going well for us at all. Without the advantage of our massive walls for protection, we cannot hope to match the Lifebane’s nearly unlimited resources man-to-man. The tops of our walls were three and four bodies deep, be they demons, undead or our own defenders. It’s probably been no more than an hour since the first of the ladder demons tilted against our walls. But since then, it has been nothing but heavy fighting. Our people have fought gamely, but they were exhausted. Most were wounded in some form or another, and that’s when you made mistakes and when you die. Alera’s healers were diving in and out of close hand-to-hand to patch people up, but they were starting to falter and become glazed with fatigue. Even the Helios could no longer contain the demons to just the great wall. Small groups of attackers were starting to trickle down to the streets and alleys off the main courtyard, engaging our thin line of human reserves. 
 
   Alex and I tried desperately to get the dead ladder demons off the walls to give our people a break, but every bridge we destroyed was soon replaced by another. If this battle wasn’t ended soon, I didn’t think we would last much longer.
 
   “Maya, Alex, we’re needed at the front gate right away!” Winya shouted in our minds.
 
   Alex bashed a few last undead in our area and nodded to me that he was ready. Diving off the side of the walls, we quickly landed in the main courtyard with ease. I have to admit that wings have actually been very useful in these battles. They allowed Alex and me to quickly get to where we were needed in almost no time at all. However, that didn’t seem to matter much, we were still losing.
 
   Sprinting to the front gate, we immediately found what the problem was. Something was bashing on the front gates…hard!
 
   “Winya, I want everyone pulled off the main walls and out of the courtyards. Get them behind the secondary curtain walls. Now!”
 
   Even as people started pulling off of the walls, the bashing on the gate intensified. But I noticed that the remaining Helios weren’t leaving like the rest were.
 
   “Winya, why aren’t they pulling back?”
 
   “The dwarves won’t abandon their siege engines, and the Iron Maidens won’t abandon them, or you!”
 
   Damn it all! “Form up around the ballista then and abandon the rest of the wall. You’ll spread yourselves too thin otherwise.”
 
   “Understood. You heard her, protect your ballista teams! Tempests, I want this courtyard cleared and locked down!” Winya commanded.
 
   Calimus appeared in front of us, seemingly right out of thin air. The cloaked man bowed formally. “It would be our pleasure, my Queen. It is our sworn duty to guard you; we will defend you to the last.”
 
   Just as silently as he came, he departed in a cloud of darkness. I quickly risked a glance down the city streets to see what they were doing, and I was surprised to see several demons vanish in a haze of fluid movements and speed. Tempests were the true masters of the deadly dance; but still, there were only ten of them.
 
   “Get ready,” Alex said, patting me gently on the back. I reluctantly pulled my gaze away from the Tempests and back to whatever was pounding on the front gates. The slams paused for a few extra moments as whatever it was wound up for one final strike. The walls and earth shook at the impact. The blow had enough force to crack and splinter the wood and steel supports and gear system that held the stone doors shut. One more smash was all it took for the massive beast to bash in the doors completely. 
 
   “So much for our impenetrable doors,” I quipped.
 
   “Actually, I think the doors themselves are just fine; but we’ll definitely need to work on those hinges tomorrow,” Alex said seriously.
 
   “You really think there’s going to be a tomorrow?” I asked. Of course, I couldn’t see his face behind his helm to tell if he was joking or not. Before he could answer, hell’s own honey badger smashed through the entrance.
 
   It was easily thirty feet high at the shoulders with a hide made up of imbedded rock and gemstones woven into steel wool fur. Massive jaws and rows of triangular teeth in layers grinned at us mockingly. The beast had short stubby legs with steel claws that would make the twins envious and a short muscular tail. Just judging from the rippling musculature beneath its hide, this was one nasty creature. 
 
   Our portcullises might as well have been paper to this thing because I don’t think it even noticed the heavy iron bars. All it seemed to care about was finding us. The only advantage that I could see for us was that its small piggy eyes didn’t look that effective; it was probably more of a scenting beast.
 
   Alex and I both easily avoided its first few attacks; simply back-stepping was all it really took. But the thing apparently had brains to go with its brawn, and it seemed to have our scent now. I fired crossbow bolt after bolt into its eyes and nose, but none of them seemed to affect it in the least. Even Alex’s hammer was only irritating it, and Winya’s sharpest enchantment just scored its hide; so we danced with the creature for a few minutes, dodging and lunging in to strike as best we could.
 
   But I was tired and distracted and that made me careless. I had forgotten how close I was to the wall and when I tried to dodge again, there was no room to move. The beast’s tree trunk of a tail swung around with a vicious snap, propelling me across the courtyard and slamming me into something hard and unyielding. Even with my advanced armor, that hurt like hell; and I’m pretty sure I broke something, most likely a few ribs.
 
   “By the stars, that hurt!”
 
   “You’re not the one with the broken bones.”
 
   “True, but you would be dead if I hadn’t locked up the armor like that; and in case you have forgotten, I feel it too when our armor is hit.”
 
   The clouds in my vision cleared, and I could finally start to get my bearings again. I had been slammed into the curtain wall, and a good portion of the first layer of rough hewn stone had fallen on top of me. Both my legs and my right arm were pinned under the rocks. Even with all my enhanced strength, I wasn’t nearly as strong as Alex and couldn’t lift these rocks with just one hand. My only option was to watch and hope my lover could survive without my help.
 
   Alex had taken several hits by now; that armor of his is larger than mine and a lot more restricting. Used on a normal opponent, loss of speed from the armor would still allow him to run circles around them. But with this thing, speed doesn’t seem to matter; it’s sheer power.
 
   Alex was forced to shield block another hit that sent him skidding backwards; but amazingly, he still stayed on his feet. My attention was diverted away from him again as something rustled at the edge of my vision. I looked over to see Rosa kneeling in the dirt at the edge of the stone rock pile about fifteen feet away.
 
   “Rosa, what are you doing here?” I demanded. “You’re going to get yourself killed!”
 
   The tall, thin elf paused absently for a few moments and then answered, “You two are my children, whether you like it or not. And I’m not going stand by and watch you both suffer like this. I might not be any good in a fight like you two, but I can still do my part.” She started to work an enchantment on the rock that had me trapped. 
 
   A sudden crash from the courtyard alerted me to more trouble. Alex had been hit hard by a lightning fast paw that sent him crashing through several oak support beams and into a nearby wooden building. With nothing else to entertain the demon, it went looking for something else to kill, and its deadly gaze fell on Rosa.
 
   “Rosa, get out of here! That thing is coming this way!”
 
   “Just a few more seconds!” Winya and I were forced to watch helplessly as the demon came closer. Then its mouth split open and I could see a vile green and black energy pooling in its throat. It laughed as it launched the green fireball directly at Rosa’s back, impacting right on target.
 
   “Rosa!” I screamed as she was engulfed in smoke and flames. 
 
   “Silly girl, I’m not quite dead yet, you know.” The smoke cleared and there she was, in the exact same position that she was when she started.
 
   “How…?” I stammered.
 
   “You honestly didn’t think that Alex was the only one who came up with the idea to make enchanted clothing, did you? Besides, I also had this.” She brought out the amulet that Alex had made for her during the wizards tournament, and held it up for me to see. Oddly, moments later it turned to dust, leaving only an empty chain. “I guess that’s what he meant by it only having one shield…interesting.” Rosa concentrated a bit more. Finally with her enchantments done, the rocks lost all mass and floated off me like dandelion seeds in a light breeze.
 
   I scrambled up and tested my arms. They still worked fine, but I had definitely broken at least one rib, if not more, and I was tasting blood in my mouth. Winya appeared in my hand again. “I need to help Alex.”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Ryliss
 
   “I need to help Alex!”
 
   Lin and I just gaped open-mouthed at Julia. Throughout the battle she had been virtually silent. I had put it down to fear of battle; after all, she is the youngest and least prone to violence of the three of us. We were all watching from the stone parapets of the curtain wall that surrounded Sky Raven’s massive keep. Hons had ordered us here after we lost control of most of the main walls. From here, we could still see pockets of Helios valiantly defending the few remaining ballista teams up there, but there were now more demons racing across our walls than our people.
 
   “Jules, Hons told us to hold here,” Lin said patiently, running her hand solicitously down the young druid’s arm. “I know it looks bad, but…”
 
   Julia turned to face us both, her eyes aflame with anger and something else, something ancient; she had that same look in the burning forest. It was as if the world spirit was deeply disappointed and glaring out at us from those burning eyes.
 
   “I am called…and I will no longer be pushed around or sent to the background for my own safety and others’ piece of mind. I am no mewing, helpless child!” she intoned, her voice several octaves lower than normal. The form change shrunk her down finally to dark glossy wings and a pointed beak with shiny gems for eyes. A carrion crow, a creature that feeds exclusively on death.
 
   “Oh crap, not again!” Lin muttered and started her own change to a similar form. She launched herself after Jules who was already winging away.
 
   I pondered for just a second. A dark elf has an ingrained sense of duty, and with that an almost slavish directive to follow orders at all cost. This was warring with my loyalty to my friends; but then, I guess I’m not a very good dark elf. I, too, took the form of a raven and followed, wings beating, pushing myself to catch up.
 
   Flying up and over, we easily dodged the higher level bolter fire that was still taking down the occasional bat demon. Off in the distance, I could hear the fighting screams of the silvers as they hunted back around the rear of the keep.
 
   Jules didn’t seem to pay attention to any of it. Single-minded, she flew the few hundred yards straight and fast. Touching down on the main wall just above the gatehouse on a spot relatively free of bodies, she reverted back to her human shape. We had been flying for several minutes and there was no breeze at all. It was as if the entire world was standing still with baited breath. As soon as Julia raised her arms to the sky, strong winds buffeted her robes and hair, but only hers; Lin and I still felt nothing save for the buildup of magical power. Whatever she was doing, it was drawing power from the planet itself, and just like in the burning forest, she was oblivious to her surroundings.
 
   I looked at Lin, and she shook her head resignedly. As one, we reached behind us and grabbed the quarterstaffs strapped to our backs and brought them to bear. Lin grasped the base of hers with her offhand, her primary a quarter of the way up, and her dominant foot forward, exactly as I had been coaching her. She mumbled a few words of a charm, and both of our weapons glowed with a faint bluish light.
 
   “More for luck than anything, Ry.” She grinned with feigned self-confidence. “But technically, it does make them magical weapons for a little while. Maybe give the demons a headache, I hope.”
 
   From far down below us, outside the gatehouse on the undead-controlled side, I heard the familiar sound of Reginaldo ripping up out of the compacted soil. He started pulping undead, making a squishing slimy sound. A quick glance at Jules showed that she was still as frozen as a statue. That was my last chance at idle observation as our appearance had finally drawn the attention of some cat-faced demons, and they ran forward, arms and talons extended. The drool and blood running down their faces attested to the fact that they had already been feasting on our comrades farther down the wall somewhere where fighting still raged. We couldn’t see much of what was still happening farther down due to a silent, raised ballista station blocking our view. In a way, this was advantageous; if we couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see us. Unfortunately, we forgot about their sense of smell. 
 
   There were eight of them. Fortunately, their bodies lacked mass, and the fight was about what you would expect, short and violent. It was easier for us to knock them off their feet and kick them over the side than it was to try for head shots. The two-hundred-foot careening drop to the stony ground below would do much of the hard work for us. We had sent five of the eight back to hell when my ears picked up a dramatic change in the din of battle below us, outside the main gate where Reggie had been working. He was obviously locked in mortal combat with something huge. The feral snarls and screaming reached clearly all the way up to our position. The elemental worked silently save for the grinding of stone on stone, but the pounding was relentless.
 
   With a last ringing smack along the head and a quick push by Lin, we sent the last mewling opponent tumbling downwards, and I earned a brief breather and a quick look around. Lin was just leaning on her now gory staff watching Julia with open astonishment. I looked over the side and Reggie was wrestling with a monstrous demon animal of steel and stone. At least the battle of the behemoths below us was keeping everything well away from the damaged main gate. Lin snapped out of it and touched me on the arm, gesturing toward the battlefield laid out below us. 
 
   I watched in fascination as a slow-moving zombie, having just crossed the river on one of the demon bridges, was suddenly transfixed. A spear shaft of green wood plunged up from the chewed up soil below to pierce the former soldier, driving through bone, clothing, and armor, and finally shooting out through its skull. Immediately, parasitic vines fished out from the main shaft, wrapping around the body so efficiently that no features or even the shine of armor could be seen any longer. A few seconds later, the tendrils retreated and what was left of the zombie; tattered clothes, pieces of armor, weapon, and leather belt, slumped to the ground as the remaining water from the carcass seeped into the thirsty ground. Its work finished, the green wood shaft retreated back into the soil. 
 
   “What are they?” Lin asked in disbelief. “I’ve never seen a plant move so fast.”
 
   I thought about what to tell her. “The elder elf texts speak of a type of vengeful land spirit, a deep earth guardian called the Lyandvaettr. It is said that if the Earth Mother ever decides the children of men or elves have become a threat to the well-being of all creatures, these Lyandvaettr will be called up from the deepest bowels of the planet to render her righteous retribution. Basically, it’s a four-hundred-page saga detailing the end of the world as we all know it. I fear Julia may have summoned something she cannot control.”
 
   Lin’s already fair skin paled considerably as she considered what I said. Finally, she glanced over at Jules, and I saw her wince and silently mouth some foul expletives.
 
   Judging by the small forest that was magically sprouting across the landscape on both sides of the river, it looked like large chunks of zombie horde were being chewed up. Unfortunately, from what I could tell, the demons were either just too fast for the vines or too thick-skinned to be skewered. But large gaping holes were starting to appear in what had been an unblemished sea of foes. 
 
   “She’s called them,” Lin nodded fearfully, “all of them!”
 
   ..................................................
 
   Alex
 
   This badger beast was tougher than anything I had ever faced, and for its size, faster too by far. I tried to concentrate on the task at hand, but the sight of my love hurt and pinned under rubble was almost too much. I had to get it away from the women. It had sent me crashing through wood walls and against stone buttresses half a dozen times already. The armor could handle it, but the frailer, mostly-human body inside–not so much. Staggering from fatigue and pain, I tried to draw it away from Maya, and now Rosa, and lead it back closer to the gatehouse, which was more a pile of rubble than a cohesive structure anymore. Measuring the distance in bounds, I turned and triggered the ice enchantment on my hammer, pounding its face into the cobblestone courtyard and sending bricks flying. 
 
   The creature roared a challenge and ran right into the hoar frost wave trying to get to me. I danced around its lunges, waiting for the whiteness to climb its legs and do the real damage. Its feet frozen to the ground just infuriated the demon, but it was unable to move. The opening allowed me to score some decent hits on its head and neck with the spike as I closed further on the badger. I noticed the ice had slowed to a stop just above its feet and was reversing! Dammit! I was too close. Ripping its paws free left a good chunk of foot pad and fur behind but still left him with the nasty part, the ten-inch black steel claws. A slap downward drove me on my back and several inches into the courtyard, creating a depression that held me like a turtle on its back. It gently rested one set of claws on my chest to hold me there, and despite my desperate struggles, I couldn’t roll out of the hole. The other set of massive claws raised on high, ready to smash down on my head. A look of infernal glee flashed across its pointy snouted face…but then…confusion?
 
   The giant set of claws that were poised to rip my head open instead shakily shifted to the side and dug into the cobblestones, plowing up the stones frantically. Releasing my chest, the other paw attempted to do the same as the creature’s shaggy head retreated from over me and not under its own volition either. Something had a grip on its back legs and was relentlessly dragging the demon badger through the portcullis gates and back outside the fortress. I would have laughed at its mournful expression if I didn’t hurt so bad and wasn’t so worried about Maya.
 
   Scrambling once again to my feet, Maya and I hobbled toward each other, the brief respite allowing me to embrace her, as Rosa watched with concern-filled eyes from a short distance away. From outside, I could hear what sounded like a major dogfight taking place outside the ruined gate.
 
   “Reggie…it was Reggie,” Maya said, hugging me gratefully. We were both still helmed, but at least I could see her emerald eyes. That alone rejuvenated me more than a dozen of Alera’s potions would. I watched as those lovely orbs changed from calm relief for surviving, to open alarm as she backed out of my embrace and pointed behind me.
 
   “Alex!”
 
   Whirling, I saw a black malevolent form slide out from the shadows of the ruined gatehouse and coalesce into a frightening figure that I had seen before in what seemed like a dream long ago…Lifebane was here! 
 
   The black-cloaked figure looked like little more than a skeleton with bits of putrid flesh still clinging here and there. The deep eye sockets were completely devoid of anything resembling eyes, but the leering skull still managed to convey amused distain at our expense. The cloak that hung indifferently over his desiccated shoulders had once been engineered out of the finest brocade, now it was just a stained and threadbare black shawl. A large black-spiked mace oozing green and yellow ichors hung in his bony right hand. Even from here, I recognized the stench of gangrene from my days helping my foster mother as a healer. 
 
   He shook his head as he considered us. “Pathetic, absolutely pathetic,” he said. His voice was low and gravelly, as if a last death rattle was translated into normal human speech.
 
   “Rosa, get out of here,” I said, never taking my eyes off the Lich. I could feel through the link that she was going to argue, but this was not the time. “Rosa, leave now!” I demanded. I could tell she was startled by the force in my voice, but thankfully, she fled anyway in tears.
 
   Maya joined me at my side, squared off with Winya at the ready. I could tell she was preparing to end this. I knew she was badly hurt just from the way she moved; and when she raised her faceplate momentarily to spit, I saw a flash of bright red blood. The Lich displayed all his teeth at the sight.
 
   “Pity my pet couldn’t finish you two off, but it seems he brought you both much closer to my realm of the dead so it will have to do,” he said in the same chilling voice, which reminded me of a snake transfixing its prey with its eyes.
 
   “You’re the one who’s going to die here, Lifebane, not us,” snarled Maya, and Winya’s scrollwork on her sides began to glow in anticipation.
 
   “Oh, I think not.” He gestured expansively all around, and I noticed a ring of demons five and six deep appear out of the gloom surrounding us. These were higher level than the ones we fought at Xarparion. I even saw a handful of the bigger minotaur like I fought in the hell arena at the forefront. Strangely, they didn’t attack, just watched greedily as if this was a momentous event. I heard a gasp of panic from my dark elf; she was looking behind us at a struggling Rosa being restrained in the grasp of a shaggy, apelike creature. Apparently, she was to be made to watch as well. “Die? How ludicrous. You see I control the forces of death; you cannot kill what is already dead, and soon this world will join me, even you two.”
 
   From above us in the clouds, as if someone had opened a door, the loud clash of battle resounded, and the voice of the Kerr screeched down. “Leave them to the demons! Destroy that crystal now and the game is over, we win!” she demanded.
 
   “Plenty of time for that, I want to savor the moment,” the Lifebane growled, obviously annoyed at the intrusion. “Besides, this little girl here has something in her fancy sword that I’ve waited four hundred years to capture.”
 
   “Idiot! Disobedience noted!” the Kerr seethed petulantly, and as if the door above slammed shut, the sounds of celestial warfare cut off abruptly.
 
   With a growl of rage, the Lich closed the distance between us with surprising speed and grace. We both dodged out of the way of that mace, but it came quite a bit closer than I would have liked. Maya, even injured, countered with her superior skills and brought Winya slashing across his bony neck. I watched the blade pass through and past, ending what was easily the fastest exchange of the day.
 
   “Impressive skills, child; but I think you will find that the final death will not take me this day.” Winya had cut right through him…but how? Lifebane just laughed as Maya followed up with another furious series of attacks that passed harmlessly through him as well.
 
   “Alex, this isn’t good. Even my sharpest enchantment can’t hurt him!” shouted Winya.
 
   “My turn,” the Duke chuckled. I had just enough time to raise my shield as the heavy mace slammed into it, driving even me back a few feet. He pressed the attack, slamming blow after blow, all of which I intercepted with my shield. Re-setting, I drove back against him and managed to shield bash his grinning face, setting him back on his heels. I followed it up with a blow from my hammer that seemed to connect for damage as well. Stepping forward, I looped the spike overhead and down onto his head; at least, I would have if he were still there. He had disappeared in a puff of haze, only to reappear twenty feet away looking undamaged. I nearly broke a wrist slowing the momentum of my weapon and regaining control as it passed through nothing.
 
   “Interesting…you’ve put a demon horn into that hammer, haven’t you? Ah yes, I see its magic now; amazingly clever for someone of your limitations. But that shield of yours should not have worked, which is a mystery to me. But, no matter, both are easily countered and you will not surprise me again.”
 
   “What are you?” I demanded.
 
   “A Lich, the true lord of the undead! But I sense your real question lies in my abilities. Even as an enchanter, you are stupidly blind to the real powers of magic. Your swords and weapons will do nothing to me. In my death, a curse or a boon was placed on me; no weapon forged by man, the heavens, or hell may harm me.”
 
   “Fine, you’ve just revealed that my spike can take you down. It’s naturally grown from your own demon.”
 
   “Possibly on your best day, if you weren’t already half dead and oozing your life’s blood into your boots, you might have a slim chance,” he conceded with a shrug. “But that day is not this one. And frankly, you won’t be around much longer to use it.”
 
   He leapt back into the fight with me, completely ignoring Maya and the crossbow bolts she was firing through him. Our duel carried on, much to the delight of the crowd of demons that were starting to cheer lustily for the Duke. For several minutes, we exchanged blow after blow with no real result. I was starting to get dreadful flashbacks to my encounter with the minotaur demon in hell; I was tiring and he wasn’t. At least my hammer had the advantage of longer range over his relatively short mace. The Duke noticed as well, and on the next flurry of strikes, his mace shimmered, elongated, and formed itself into a wicked-looking flamberge, or flame-bladed sword. Not that it was actually on fire, just the wavy undulating shape of the blade made it look so. This one still retained the foul acidic-looking poisonous goo of the mace. It absolutely radiated evil intent, and the cursed Lich was even better with a sword than a mace! Quickly, I found myself being forced strictly to the defensive, my injuries and fatigue taking a toll; and his attacks were starting to increasingly get past the shield. 
 
   Maya was in little better shape than I was, but her fighting experience came up with a solution. She wasn’t able to hit him, but she could block his weapons just fine. We worked as a team; she countered his blows, which gave me the openings I needed to bring the hammer around to good effect. The demon horn ripped into the Duke’s side and powdered bone and sinew with every strike.
 
   “Enough foolishness!” the Lifebane screeched, as he backed away. Reaching into his robes, he grasped an amulet hanging around his neck and uttered a command word. I could see it was another of his demon Amulets of Tepestra, probably the master one. Instantly, there were ten copies of him surrounding us. But these weren’t mere illusions like the wind wizards cast; these were real, as I found out when I countered wicked slashes from those closest to me, and each of their blades had the power of the original.
 
   Suddenly, I heard Maya cry out in agony. There were five Lifebanes on her, and I watched in horror as one of them jerked back the undulating blade from where he had run it through her side. A pulsing fountain of lifeblood and foul sword ichor streamed down her white armor as she crumpled wordlessly to the ground.
 
   “Maya! No!” I screamed, running to her aid. I had almost reached her when I was struck hard in the back, knocking me to the ground beside her. Instantly, my hammer and shield were kicked out of reach by several of the laughing clones, and I heard Rosa scream in despair.
 
   “So this is all the resistance the champions of this world have to offer?” the Duke sneered.
 
   Maya was panting on her side, bright red blood flowing freely from the wound. I put my hand over it in an attempt to stop the bleeding and willed every bit of healing energy my body had left through my fingers. She coughed and ripped off her helmet to get more oxygen, blood running down her chin freely. Defeated, I removed my helm as well, tossing it aside.
 
   The real Lifebane stood directly over us in triumph. “You’re both pathetic; but fear not, I will raise you up for a second life and laugh as you kill your friends and families. That will be my gift to you.”
 
   Maya smiled softly and drew her failing body closer to me. As our eyes met and I fell into that emerald light one last time, she caressed my cheek and murmured something I didn’t catch. Out of the corner of my eye I saw eleven black swords rise and poise themselves above us. A blur of motion flew past my eyes and I clamped them down tight, my last image of my love would not be of her death!
 
   “What the…traitor!” Lifebane hissed.
 
   I wrenched open my eyes to see Belrothe standing over us face to face with the Lich, the sword strikes impacting her instead. The surprise was enough to take most of the power out of the blades. Instead of screaming in pain from the vicious cuts, the old vampire’s face took on the appearance of calm vindication even though her skin was already beginning to burn off from exposure to the fortress.
 
   “Not what you were expecting, eh Duke?” she said brightly, holding up and examining a hand that was smoldering. “I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting to last this long within these walls, but before I go, I have one last task to accomplish.” She reached into her cloak and pulled out the special amulet I had created for her. Snapping it off her own neck, she closed her fist around it. With a howl of triumph, she drove the fist deep into his rib cage, releasing the amulet to rattle around inside his empty chest. “I’ll see you in Hell!”
 
   “No! Do you know what you have done?” The Duke howled in pain and dropped his sword, but it didn’t matter. Bel’s body flared up into a full conflagration as she staggered away from us, collapsing heavily on her side on the torn up cobblestones. In her last moments, she smiled at us, a human smile without fangs; and then like a piece of ancient parchment, she dissolved away completely to ash.
 
   The Duke was franticly digging though his robes with both hands to reach the amulet, but the damage had already been done. With a scream of rage, each of the Lifebane clones was sucked violently into the Duke’s chest, knocking him back slightly and disorienting him with each hit.
 
   “Now’s our chance! Go, Maya!” Winya pleaded desperately, pumping energy into her mistress.
 
   With everything she had, Maya rolled to her feet and fell toward the dark one. She clamped onto his arm like a leech, and following her lead, I grabbed his other arm.
 
   “What? Inconceivable! You should be dead!” he shouted at Maya, angrily trying to twist away from her.
 
   “Immune to poison! And you’re the dead one now!” She released his arm and stood back shakily, revealing that Winya, in her bracelet form, was now around his wrist. 
 
   “Burn you sick bastard! Alex, light him up! Glow like the sun itself!” Winya urged confidently. 
 
   Our wings shot out of our backs, already glowing with as bright a light as we could manage. We shaped them so the Duke was surrounded by our light, our wing tips almost touching. The Duke cried out in mortal agony as Winya burned him from the inside out and we burned him from the outside in. The host of demons that were our audience drew back screeching, practically running over themselves to escape the holy light. Maya was almost unconscious on her feet, but her face was angelic as our glow intensified as we put everything we had into it. With a last puff of brimstone stench, the being that was Duke Pharmon, the Lifebane, ceased to exist on this or any other plane.
 
   It was over, we had won. But I didn’t feel victorious as Maya crumpled lifelessly to the ground, wings retracting, having used up all the energy that Winya and I had given her and much more. I screamed in my mind for Rosa to fetch Alera. I fell down next to my dark elf and cradled her head in my arms, tears running down my face.
 
   “Well, I’m glad that’s over,” she whispered weakly.
 
   “Yeah, undead really suck.”
 
   She smiled, but then frowned as a bloody coughing fit took her. “Don’t make me laugh. That sword got me real good, Alex...I don’t know…I’m so cold…”
 
   “Shhh,” I interrupted, “just rest for a bit. Healers are on their way.” I cursed myself for my own weakness, but I had no more energy to give her. I knew what she was thinking, that she might not make it. And I felt more terror at that point than I ever did with the Lich, because I wasn’t sure she would either.
 
   Minutes drag on for hours at times like this. I heard a buzzing sound and an exhausted pixie tumbled to the ground next to our heads. Not saying a word, but her big eyes filled with tears, Nia seemed to know what we needed. She walked over to the pile of rags that had been the Lich and dug around long enough to find Winya. Buzzing back erratically, she dropped the bracelet in my hand, and then solemnly hugged each of our faces before collapsing heavily on a nearby post. I slipped Winya on Maya’s wrist and immediately knew she was doing what she could to help.
 
   “Thank the stars, Alex; I was so worried!”
 
   Before I could answer, Alera and some of her healers arrived, escorted by Hons, Rosa, and Higs with a few of his less injured guards. Alera immediately went to work on Maya, prying my arms off of her and growling in frustration when the weight of my dark elf’s armor wouldn’t let her be hoisted onto a litter.
 
   “Alex, get her out of this filthy stuff!” she commanded. I rolled to my knees and did the best I could. Finally, Maya was stretched out on the litter in just her leather undersuit. Two guards carried her up to the infirmary, with Alera running frantically alongside and the healers racing on ahead to prepare the surgery. Dizzy myself, I just toppled weakly back down in the dirt. 
 
   A few minutes later, a young first-year healer girl ran up carrying a small bottle. She looked ready to burst into tears as she looked around at all the blood. Instead, she managed a curtsy; and taking a deep breath, spoke, “Mr. Alex, King, Sir. Primus Alera says you are supposed to drink this.” As terrible as I felt, and with no way to get up the hill to my dark elf, I shrugged and drank it down. The scene around me spun for a few seconds and then went blissfully black.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Alex
 
   When my vision cleared again, I saw Rosa looking down at me. She was crying, but in a relieved, drying-her-tears sort of way. I must have been moved up to the infirmary, because there was a ceiling above my head. I was stretched out on a stone countertop, still in my armor. I still had to wonder how they managed to move me at all.
 
   “Alex, I’m so glad you’re all right. You have no idea what it was like to watch you fight that thing.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Rosa, but where is Maya?”
 
   She finally smiled a little. “She’s right beside you.”
 
   I gingerly rolled over and saw a movable bed positioned next to the countertop. My ribs made it known that I definitely wasn’t healed all the way, but I felt vastly improved when I saw my lover’s chest rising and falling. She was sleeping and so very beautiful.
 
   “You both came in here close to death, you know; her especially,” Alera announced from somewhere behind me. “It’s a good thing you are both tougher than a regular human, or you wouldn’t have pulled it off. But you will both be ok…eventually. Maya will need a few days.”
 
   “Alera, you have my eternal thanks. Any news from your protector on the Kerr?”
 
   “Yes, he popped in here a few minutes before you woke up; a bloody mess as well. The nebulia seem to be holding their own and even making some gains in their battle. He said when the Lifebane died, the tide of battle swung in their favor. But he said to tell you, ‘the game isn’t over yet’.”
 
   “How did I get here? And how long was I out?” I asked, rolling up into a sitting position with my feet over the edge. I couldn’t shake the thought that I should be doing something more important than laying there like an invalid.
 
   “Whoa, easy there, Alex. You may feel marginally better, but you’re still weak as a kitten. You’ve been unconscious a few hours; the five Helios who survived carried you and Maya’s armor up here. It seems that stuff feels light to them, too.”
 
   My mind reeled, only five Helios made it? By the stars, what were our mortal casualties like? Do we even have control of the fortress anymore? “Give it to me straight, Alera, how bad is it?”
 
   “Casualties, you mean?” I nodded, my eyes cast down to the floor, expecting the worst. “Not as bad as it could have been.” She glanced at a small sketchpad she pulled out of her robes. “The number of wounded is very high. But in most battles, you don’t have an entire tower of healing wizards available for triage. If they didn’t die where they fell, there is a good chance we saved them. I have to admit the Wind and Water Towers really surprised me. Their people stepped up and were instrumental in easing burns and transporting the wounded.”
 
   “Deaths?”
 
   “About forty percent, excluding your Helios, that is. As I said, only five of them remain. It seems they chose to fight to the bitter end on the walls to buy you time to finish off the Lifebane; no one made it down from the high walls. The Helios who weren’t manning the walls fell defending the rest of us. I saw several incidents where they stepped in the way of a mortal blow to one of my healers. Honorable; but ultimately, self destructive.”
 
   “What about everyone else?” 
 
   Rosa answered with a catch in her voice, “Dawn and Dusk are both exhausted but fine, I don’t think there’s a scratch on either of them. The demons never made it into the keep or the underground labyrinths; so Darroth, our human staff and Bel…Belrothe’s people are safe and sound. Nia is asleep on a pile of bandages in the infirmary storeroom, she overdid it again. Princess Elsa was wounded in more places than I can count, but she would only accept minimal patching. I believe she is currently carousing with the dwarves who survived at that place they call their tavern. Most of the older students and teachers overextended themselves also and are asleep.”
 
   “And the girls?”
 
   Rosa’s face changed to an ashen gray as she nodded to the far end of the infirmary building. My eyes followed, and I instantly spotted Julia and Ryliss kneeling next to a low cot sobbing. That could only mean one person was in that cot; I needed to get up now. Pain, and not all of it physical, surged through me as I stood up and stumbled toward them. Alera tried to stop me, but Rosa waved her off.
 
   I limped my way over to the girls; the sight was far worse than I imagined. Lin’s entire right arm was gone, and three large claws had scored deeply into her chest and stomach. Her normally cheerful dirty face was deathly pale and drawn, and her breaths were ragged and seemed to take special effort.
 
   Alera touched my arm in sympathy. “I am sorry, my King, truly I am. But whatever demon attacked her had venom that defies healing. Nothing we have been able to do for her has helped stem the wounds’ degeneration.” Then she lowered her voice to a faint whisper and shook her head sadly. “I don’t believe she will survive the night.”
 
   Unfortunately, it was so quiet at this end of the ward that the girls heard her just fine. I knelt down next to Julia to try and comfort her anyway I could. She threw herself into my arms, huge tears leaking down her streaked face. I was shocked when Lin’s eyes opened and she focused on me. I felt warm wet trails running down my own cheeks, but I didn’t care. She cracked a crooked grin. “Look at that. Now I’ve got Alex shedding tears for me. Surys is going to be so jealous, she’ll just die.” She chuckled, which led to some harsh wet-sounding coughs. Lin paused as if considering her words more carefully than she was used to. “Seriously, don’t cry for me, Alex. I had a better life with you, I’m happy that you were my brother.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Head on my chest, Julia answered, “She and Ry were protecting me as I was casting spells. There was a terrible battle going on farther down the wall, Lin took a peek and saw Tammy was surrounded. She ran to save her and was clawed by a big demon. Tammy gave her life so that we could get Lin away.”
 
   “Not quite,” someone said from behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see Tammy standing there in all her golden splendor, not a scratch on her. “There are a few advantages to being dead; one is you can’t die twice.”
 
   “Tammy! You’re alive!” shouted the girls, as much as their tattered voices could manage anyway.
 
   “We’re not alive, remember; but yes, we are back. Death has no hold on us; we just need time to repair ourselves.” She knelt down on the other side of the bed, gently stroking Lin’s hair softly. “Such a brave little girl.” Lin tried to speak, but the Helios put her finger over her lips. “Shhh, little one, the pain will be gone soon.”
 
   She started to quietly chant something that immediately dimmed every glow orb in the infirmary as if she were drawing upon the magic of the fortress directly. In a few seconds, every healer gathered in the hall was watching mutely. Even Alera was frantically trying to analyze what she was seeing, and failing badly. A soft golden glow radiated from Tammy’s outstretched hands and infused the wounds on Lin’s chest. There was a struggle of sorts between the gut wrenching darkness that permeated the ragged cuts and the soothing ministrations of the Helios. Suddenly, as if a wall was breached or a dam failed, the golden radiance broke through and overwhelmed the darkness. Instantly, the deep gouges on her chest and stomach knit back together, healing without even a scar. The ragged joint of her shoulder sealed over, and her breathing started to become more regular and far less labored.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” said Alera, half stunned. “Where did you learn that powerful of a restoration spell?”
 
   Tammy smiled but her eyes never left Lin’s face. “I was the company’s combat healer before I died. As it turned out, the afterlife has a lot of resources if you know where to look, and I had all the time in the world. But I’m very sorry Lin, I have no arts to replace your lost arm.”
 
   Lin nodded in understanding. “I guess I’ll have to get used to being a three-legged cat.”
 
   “Probably not,” Rosa interjected. “Druid magic, specifically the change to animal form, involves a visualization of the creature you wish to copy. If that visualization were limited to four-footed creatures, a druid would never be able to become a snake or a fish. No, Lin, you will still be a whole animal when you change. But your true human form will forever be as you are now…I’m sorry.”
 
   Lin levered herself upright in the bed, excitement dripping off her. “It won’t be so bad if I can still be an eagle or a wolf whenever I want.” By this time, Jules had leaped onto the small bed behind Lin, wrapped both arms around her, and squeezed and kissed her with delighted girlish abandon. Finally their eyes met and Julia said quietly, “Now it will be up to me to keep YOU grounded in YOUR human form.”
 
   I would have loved to stay longer and visit, but Alera tapped me on the shoulder and motioned for me to follow. I could see Nydard, her dog-headed nebulia, waiting patiently in the doorway. As we walked outside, I was joined by a worried group of Helios; namely Ebony, Calimus, and their teams. Ebony spoke first.
 
   “I am sorry, my King; I know you are still injured, but you are needed. The dwarves are finished with the special weapon and are ready to unleash it at your command.” I had really hoped the Kerr would have just given up when the Duke died, but looking to the tumultuous skies where the battle still raged, it seems that the Kerr was determined to win at least one battle this day. Ebony handed me my helm and helped me seal it down, while Calimus returned my hammer with a courteous bow.
 
   Thankfully, Ebony continued with her report as we started walking at my best speed back to the main courtyard. “It seems that when you killed the Lifebane, you released his control over his army. The demons simply vanished because he was their tether to this realm. The undead, however, are still outside; but where there were once tens of thousands, there are now just hundreds. The plains below the castle gates are deep with discarded clothes, weapons, and armor. Apparently, something very formidable chewed them up and spit them out. Some of the survivors are still dangerous, mainly the ghouls; but without the Lich’s direction, they should be easy to finish off.”
 
   Arriving at the main courtyard, we found renewed dwarven siege teams already buzzing around making repairs, grumbling over all the damage. From the sound of things, they were already planning improvements.
 
   We stopped at the center of the courtyard in front of the bashed-in main gate. “That’s going to be a pain to fix, I can tell you that.” Ebony whistled and shook her head. I stood silently at the scorched spot where Bel had died and looked across at the pools of dark elf blood staining the cobblestones, finally resting my gaze on the smeared ash pile that had been Duke Pharmon. Anger at the pain and the senseless waste flared up within me. This must be stopped!
 
   I pulled out my hammer and raised it over my head, pointing it up to the heavens where the jarring battle sounds of sword and shield competed with thunder and lightning. The sun was just starting to rise above the horizon and spread its light across our world. Ebony stepped forward and saluted smartly.
 
   “Whenever you’re ready, Sir, give the order.”
 
   “Target the Kerr and blast it out of the sky!” I said bitterly, swinging my hammer back down with an air of finality.
 
   The entire mountain was seized in a tremor for a few seconds; and with my mage sight, I could see the vast rivers of magic that fed the planet diverted to a higher cause for an instant. A blindingly bright beam of azure light shot up out of the main tower of the keep and sliced through the low cloud cover above. Still using my mage sight combined with my enhanced vision, I’m pretty sure I was the only one in our party who saw the end result. The beam cleanly pierced the breast of the female-appearing Kerr.
 
   She looked dumfounded and confused, and for a second I didn’t think it had done anything. But when my father grabbed her by the neck and dragged her down from the clouds, throwing her to the earth, I knew it affected something. Mother bashed her on the way down with the war hammer again and again until she landed in the courtyard a few dozen yards ahead of us. Again, the Helios made a shield between me and it, but I felt it was unnecessary as my parents landed on either side of her, weapons at the ready.
 
   The Kerr was badly bruised and bloody; she had deep cuts and even missing teeth. “This isn’t over. You may have weakened me, but this isn’t over.” It hissed, its voice no longer even attempting to sound human.
 
   “Yes, it’s over. Face it, you lost,” Mother gritted.
 
   “No! I never lose a game! Never! The deed is already done and there’s no stopping it! I’m wiping this board clean!” she crowed triumphantly.
 
   “What did you do?” demanded my father.
 
   “Take a look for yourselves; you have earned a pyrrhic victory at best! Even when I lose, I win, “she said, nodding to the sky.
 
   My parents’ faces contorted to pure fear and panic, but I couldn’t see anything wrong. Although, the morning sun was looking rather bright today. “You didn’t!”
 
   “Oh, but I did! I would say this planet and its worthless inhabitants that you put so much stock in have less than eight minutes to live…now who has the last laugh? She giggled maniacally and added, “And don’t think you scare me with those weapons. You wouldn’t dare kill me; it would mean all out war, and you know it!”
 
   My father paused a moment and glanced over at my mother, who nodded meaningfully.
 
   “I believe I’ll risk it,” he said determinedly, and lopped off her head cleanly. With a clap of thunder, the Kerr’s body vanished in a flash of golden-hued light.
 
   “Eight minutes? What did she mean by that?” I asked.
 
   “She has accelerated the aging of your star. Rapidly, I might add,” my father gritted. “As she said, we have about eight minutes until it expands and turns into a red giant, engulfing this entire system in flames. Nothing will survive!”
 
   “Ranther, we need to do something!” Mother shouted, tossing her hammer aside.
 
   “I know, I know!” my father returned, sounding at least a little worried.”Well, there’s always…”
 
   Both of them disappeared again. What the hell were they thinking? Could they actually stop this? Suddenly, the sky clouded over and the sun was obscured by clouds, thick boiling clouds so dense that I saw an eagle bounce off one.  Not a star shown through to light the way. 
 
   I started running back up the hill to the infirmary. If I had only six or so minutes to live, I wanted to spend it with Maya. But before I even reached the secondary wall, the gloom started to lift. I stopped and looked curiously up at the sky as the dark clouds broke apart and warm clean sunlight fell upon my face shield. I watched the sun with my mage sight for a few seconds, and it didn’t seem to be getting any bigger. The only weird thing was…it had been just past dawn when I started running up to the keep, now the sun was firmly at high noon? I ripped my helmet off and verified the sight with my own two eyes. What the hell just happened? 
 
   ..................................................
 
   Maya
 
   When I woke up, my side was killing me; thankfully, only in pain and not actual death. I was still weak as a pixie in a pastry shop, but just the realization that I was alive was a welcome surprise. Intuitively, I also knew that Alex was alive, and that helped even more.
 
   Winya was on my wrist once again and was being her normal chatty self. Something big was definitely going on outside, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to move and check it out. I drifted back into a dozing fitful sleep.
 
   I’m not sure how long I slept, but when I next woke up, a freshly-bathed Alex was standing over me dressed in his wizard robes. He leaned over and mouthed the words ‘I love you’. He then gently kissed my chapped lips, making sure he didn’t put any weight on me.
 
   “Hey, no fair, Magic Boy! You got a bath and smell good, and I stink like rotten meat,” I whispered, shuddering and trying not to take too deep a breath. 
 
   He disappeared for a second, then came back dragging another cot next to mine. He groaned loudly as he settled down on it, lying on his side facing me. He grinned as he stroked my hair and ran his fingers gently over my lips. I smiled at him, enjoying the attention but still worried about what was happening.
 
   “I’m hearing a lot of commotion out there; what’s going on?”
 
   “Not too much. Undead army decimated, demons gone, Lifebane dead, and the Kerr has been dealt with.”
 
   “Ah, well, that’s all good then,” I said, relaxing back down on my cot.
 
   He chuckled nervously. “So tell me, do your people use the stars and constellations to navigate through the wilderness?”
 
   I furrowed my brow; what an odd question. Ok, I’ll play this game. “Sometimes…why?”
 
   “Oh, nothing much; you’ll just have to learn new ones.”
 
   “New what?”
 
   “New stars and constellations.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, my parents moved the planet to a different galaxy.”
 
   “Oh, that’s nice,” I muttered, sleep starting to overtake me again. “Wait! What do you mean, they moved the planet?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Alex
 
   “Ow, Rosa, that’s too tight!” I grimaced as she finished buttoning the top of my dress shirt. I glanced around the second floor room in the newly repaired gatehouse where I had been sequestered, looking for a sympathetic face, but all I found was a pixie fluttering around with a sadistic grin. It was three weeks to the day since the Lifebane was vanquished, and today was the day of my ultimate payoff; I was marrying Maya Talmin in a little while.
 
   “Stop being such a baby,” Rosa sniffled. “Oh, never mind; be as childish as you want. You and Maya are my babies in my mind, and nothing will ever change that!” she wailed, running off to the next room, an entire wad of handkerchiefs balled up in her hand.
 
   “Oh, brother,” Nia sighed, shaking her head. 
 
   “Ok, what am I doing here in the gatehouse again?”
 
   Nia pulled out a small scroll and perused it. “It’s a tradition called the ‘Blue Laddies Lament’. Essentially, in the last hour before the wedding, it’s a last ditch chance for the groom’s friends to stop by and try to talk him out of getting married and leaving their boyish clique. The groom is to station himself as close to the domicile’s exit as possible. This is to show the world that he could leave if he wanted to, but chooses to stay for his true love. In turn, his friends try to lure him away with bawdy tales of loose women and strong liquor, and sometimes even resorting to carting him away physically.”
 
   “Well, that’s not going to happen,” I growled.
 
   “I would hope not, considering Maya would definitely kill you; and almost all of your friends are women anyway, including your Best Man. Anyway, not to worry; it says here that the original tradition has fallen out of favor; go figure. And it is now a time when well-wishers of both sexes can stop by and wish the groom good fortune; punch and cookies recommended.”
 
   “Ok, I think I can handle that.”
 
   Nia perused more of the tiny scroll. “Just the last minute Best Man stuff left… Ok, champ, no need to be nervous. All you need to do is go out there and smooch your beloved dark elf in front of absolutely everyone you know. Make all those promises about loving her forever; in sickness, health, richer, poorer, lack of marmots, and the whole nine yards. And then be pronounced King of this entire land, when you will assume ultimate responsibility for hundreds, if not thousands, of people’s lives for a very, very long time. See there’s nothing to it!”
 
   “You know, Nia, when you put it that way…you lost me at the smooch part. Thanks for the pep talk, though.”
 
   “I know, I know. By the way since you’re in such a good mood today, have you given any more thought to your littlest daughter’s teeny tiny request?” She giggled merrily. 
 
   “Are we still talking about your plan to plant your Mother Tree in the keep’s formal garden?”
 
   “Yes, Father, dearest!”
 
   I chuckled, “And what did my darling elf, your new mother, say about that?”
 
   Nia scowled, remembering. “Well, Mr. Alex, her exact words were, ‘Hell, no! I’m not having a thousand randy pixies descending on Sky Raven twice a year!’ But I think that’s very unfair. I even cried big pixie tears, but she wasn’t swayed. I must be losing my touch, either that or it only works on you.”
 
   “Give it up, Nia,” Lin snorted as she and Jules floated into the room in their newest finery, matching buttercup yellow dresses. “We’ve already told you the tree wants to be planted in the Dashern Lake forest. You’re just trying to save yourself a lot of flight time between here and there.”
 
   “But…” she protested.
 
   Jules just shook her curly head firmly. “We’ve already picked out the perfect location, and she can’t wait to set her roots. In twenty years or so, you can start what you call pollinating; but I’m pretty sure if we looked into it, it would be more akin to…”
 
   “Hey, hey, hey! Not so personal, Aunties!” Nia squeaked and hid her face, turning cherry red.
 
   Helping out my best friend, I changed the subject. “I hear you two are headed out soon on another adventure.”
 
   “Day after tomorrow,” Lin confirmed confidently. “Headed to the dwarf capital. It seems Elsa is bribing her brother with our services. We’re to try and teach their farmers to grow something besides kalo root and barley. Even adding potatoes and corn to their crop mixture would help. Elsa claims that alone will make him the most popular dwarf King in the past thousand years.” 
 
   “Hmmm, and what exactly does Elsa get out of this deal?”
 
   “You mean other than making her big brother grovel shamelessly? She’s arranged for him to send troops and engineers to the old seaport to clean out any remaining undead and get the place operational again, all free of charge to you, my King!” She smirked with a low, one-armed formal bow, and I marveled at the tousle-headed young woman before me. Three weeks ago she was dying and had lost her right arm. Most people would still be in a haze of loss and self-pity. But not Lin, she seems to thrive at the challenge, and hasn’t let it slow her down at all. And, if anything, she and Jules are closer than ever.
 
   “Don’t you two still have classes of some kind?”
 
   “Nope, school’s out forever; still no druid teachers.”
 
   “Forever might be an exaggeration,” a calm male voice spoke from out in the hall. Hons, dressed in his finest green Primus robes, strode in and smiled at the girls devilishly. “You see, with the restoration of the flow of magic to the world, Rosa figures in about ten years or so we are going to have druid candidates coming out our ears.” He grinned at me. “And guess who I’m going to hunt down to teach those rotten little shape-shifting varmints?”
 
   “Us, teach?” Jules said incredulously.
 
   “Yes,” Hons chuckled, and he made a big production of looking out the window to gage the time. “You’ve got exactly ten years to get all this adventuring nonsense out of your blood…starting…now!”
 
   Both girls giggled and ran to the door, then changed their minds and ran back to grab me and pull me down to their level. Each gave me a sweet kiss on the cheek, and Jules whispered, “By the way, Somnus has been bothering us all day. Let’s just say he has a number of suggestions about improving your wedding night performance that should definitely not be repeated in polite company. But he’s being very insistent that we pass them along.”
 
   “I really didn’t need to hear that.”
 
   “That’s what she said,” Lin cackled, pointing at Jules, “but I thought some of them had merit!”
 
   Julia blushed and poked Lin in the ribs, after which, she turned to me and smiled brightly. “You will be awesome today, Brother; and you better save us each a dance at the party tonight or you’re in big trouble. That pigeon still owes me a favor, you know.” With that, they fled out the door, gossiping merrily the entire way down the hall.
 
   Hons just shook his head in utter amazement, and I agreed, but started a new line of discussion. “So…youngest Headmaster in the history of Xarparion, huh?” I grinned, shaking his hand. 
 
   Hons sighed nervously. “Yes, well, I don’t think I’m ready. But Rosa is determined to pass over the reins to someone soon, and she picked me.”
 
   “I don’t think she could have made a better choice.”
 
   “But not only do we have to repopulate and rebuild the school, there are a ton of much-needed reforms that must be implemented. Rosa wants the tower system and its segregation of the disciplines abolished. From now on, most core magic classes will be attended by all the students, without regard to whether they are a healer or a fire wizard; it’s just magic.” He stopped and mopped his brow absently. “And then there’s the requirement that all wizards receive hand-to-hand combat training. She’s even changing the tournament format From now on it will be team events only, and each team member has to be from a different magic.”
 
   I nodded. “Those are all needed changes. I would also push for getting the students more real world experience as well. I think we can all agree that despite the hardships, most of the students we have at Sky Raven have learned more in the past few months than they did in years at Xarparion.”
 
   “I agree with everything you and Rosa have said, but I still feel like a lamb being led to the slaughter. There’s going to be some heavy resistance.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you won’t be alone,” Rosa said, bustling back into the room, tears dried. “Not only will I be just on the other side of the permanent portal between the school and Sky Raven, but Mingt and some of the other teachers and former Primus’ who left the school early are going to come back for a while until you can build up a cadre of dependable teachers who will support the reforms.”
 
   “Well, that makes me feel a little better, I suppose. I will take my leave and wish you the best, Alex. Besides, it looks like you have more people waiting to talk to you out in the hall,” Hons said, dragging a reluctant Ryliss inside as he was leaving. The young scholar was wearing a long yellow and black form-fitting dress, which showed off her height and figure, with soft leather riding boots. 
 
   “Ryliss, how is your father doing? Are all his wounds healed?”
 
   “Oh, he’s quite well…my King.” She bowed formally, a shy hesitant smile on her face.
 
   “Am I?” I countered, grinning at the dark elf girl.
 
   For a moment she looked confused, but then quickly nodded in understanding. “You’re wondering where my allegiances stand. Whom do I serve? King Talmin of the dark elves or you?” 
 
   I smiled. “It is difficult to serve two masters, even if they are as close as Faeron and I are, both by friendship and, as of today, by family bonds. The real question here, Ryliss, is what do you seek? I heard you are not preparing to follow Lin and Julia to the dwarf capital, nor are you packed up to return with your father. Is it the Jag’uri that is preventing you from following your dreams?”
 
   Her green eyes got very wide and she shook her sliver-blonde {silver-blonde} head vigorously. “No, my King, Naurakka is the true steward of my dreams; well, half of them anyway.”
 
   I chuckled. She was having an awful time getting this out, and I wasn’t used to seeing the young scholar so tongue-tied. “There you go again with the ‘my King’ thing; and Ryliss, you still haven’t answered my question.”
 
   She gulped air and put a shaky hand on her chest, willing herself to calm down. “I’m so sorry; I would never bother you on your special day if I had a choice. But my father insists I give him an answer, and he is returning to the capital with his guardsmen right after the ceremony.”
 
   “I still don’t understand, an answer to what?”
 
   Instead of replying, Ryliss adjusted her long dress and went down on one knee, bowing her head respectfully. I could see several tracks of wet tears running down her cheeks. “My King, I wish to stay here at Sky Raven, in whatever capacity you deem appropriate. If you require an oath of loyalty, I will gladly pledge it to you.”
 
   “Ryliss, please stand,” I said, drawing her back to her feet and leading her over to one of the chairs near the drinks table. I poured two drinks and handed her one, then sat down next to her. She took a nervous sip and watched me apprehensively over the rim of the cup. “First, young lady, I will never ask for, nor accept, an oath of loyalty from you.” She was about to protest, but I held up a finger to silence her. “I’ve known you most of my life and Maya thinks of you as a sister, it is not necessary. So, of course, you may stay here for as long as you like. But you still haven’t explained why?” 
 
   Relief washed over her dusky face as she fumbled, trying to dry her tears with her fingers. “Thank you, my King! And I really mean exactly that. To finally answer your question, Lin and Jules really need their space right now; and their life paths and mine are not the same. Likewise, my people would never accept Naurakka living nearby, nor would they understand our bond. Even that aside, if I went back home, they would just stick me back into the library to do meaningless research. As much as I love my people and my father, I could never be content to do that anymore. Worse yet, if I slipped up and they found out I was a druid, well…”
 
   “So what would you enjoy doing?”
 
   “Well, a fortress this size should have a library of its own. I could start one for you,” she said hopefully, staring at the floor.
 
   “But how is that an improvement over the dark elf library work?”
 
   “I was hoping the library work would just be part time. What I would really like to do is become a field assistant.”
 
   “A what?” Nia interjected, fluttering over to my shoulder. I also sensed Rosa across the room perk up and smile.
 
   “A field assistant, someone you could send out to procure rare spell components, visit places of power in search of hidden passages, or just run errands outside the fortress. I could do all of that, “Ryliss gushed, finally looking happy with the direction of the conversation.
 
   I was about to say that sounded far too dangerous for a young scholar, but Winya broke in through our link. 
 
   “Alex, don’t you dare tell any dark elf that something is too dangerous. That’s waving a red flag in front of a bull; have you learned nothing from Maya? Plus Ryliss is already older than Maya was when she left home to wander in the wilderness. And your beautiful bride didn’t have a Jag’uri puma escort either.” 
 
   When I heard the words ‘beautiful bride’, I must have gotten a silly grin on my face and locked up for a few seconds. Because when I looked up, I was stunned to see Rosa hugging Ryliss and the dark elf girl enthusiastically returning it.
 
   Huh? What did I miss? Rosa must have read my confusion in my thoughts, because she turned to me and grinned like a Cheshire cat. “What you missed was your former Master hiring a new field assistant! It seems my former apprentice will be leaving me to go play King or some such drivel, and you can’t expect an old lady like me to keep going out into the wilderness to collect her own samples. The last time I did that, I picked up a stray dark elf, and we all know what a disaster that was. Besides with all the new enchanter magic I’ve found here at Sky Raven to analyze, I won’t have time.”
 
   “Oh, thank you, Rosa and my King! I won’t disappoint you, I swear!” Ryliss beamed, snagging a cookie off the table and bounding out the door. I’m pretty sure her feet weren’t touching the ground at all. A few seconds later, a dark elf victory whoop echoed off the massive main walls outside and sent the fortress’s entire compliment of pigeons rocketing up into the sky. 
 
   Rosa smirked and then remarked thoughtfully, “Oh shoot, I forgot to ask her if she made good sweet cakes before I hired her.”
 
   “Did I hear sweet cakes?” Elsa laughed. The tall blonde dwarf swept in with Darroth zombie-like in tow. She was wearing a very thin orange dress, which showed off her impressive figure with a lot of embroidery strategically placed in all the right spots, and a small tiara device woven into the beehive braids on her head. She saw me eyeing her outfit and batted her eyes shamelessly. “Aye, Alex, now you’re finally waking up and seeing that you should have been chasing a full-bodied woman instead of those little pointy-eared girls, eh?”
 
   I laughed out loud as she continued to spin around in glee. “Elsa, I’m pretty sure I couldn’t handle a woman like you. That’s best left to a fire breather like Darroth here,” I said, slapping Darroth on the back, and finally breaking the enthrallment that he had been under watching the Princess cavort. Shaking his head resignedly, he trudged over to the punch and downed four huge glasses in rapid succession. 
 
   “Thirsty are you, Darroth? Or just trying to fortify yourself so you can fight off all those envious onlookers who will be ogling this dress at the wedding? Both you men better affix this awesome sight in your poor memories, because I don’t do this Princess outfit for anything less than a royal wedding,” she laughed.
 
   Darroth looked over at Rosa, savagely bit into a cookie and growled, “You know she’s going to be insufferable all night like this!” 
 
   “All those years of loneliness back at Xarparion, Darroth,” Rosa chided him softly. “Now don’t tell me you would want to go back to that life again.”
 
   “What? And leave the sweetest forge ever built at the base of this mountain? Are you daft, woman?” 
 
   Elsa walked over and ran a hand alongside Darroth’s scraggly-bearded face and scowled. “If you’re saying that the only heat you would be missing is that jezebel iron works, then you might as well take your pillow down into that smoky hole of a workshop right now; because you’ll find the night air a tad chilly topside tonight!”
 
   The color drained from Darroth’s face as he started mumbling a well-rehearsed litany of apologies. But Elsa would have none of it and pointedly ignored him, instead addressing me with a calm formal bow.
 
   “King Alex, as the official royal representative of my brother, the King, I offer you our heartiest congratulations on your marriage. My Liege would enjoy meeting you and your lovely Queen in person at your earliest convenience. Again, heartfelt congratulations.” She sighed as if a load had been lifted off her shoulders. “There, that was my scripted message. Now, off the record, my brother is feeling pretty good about how things have turned out. He might even be persuaded to eventually bury the hatchet with the dark elves in the near future; something I believe him meeting your charming wife in person might help along greatly. And if we can get the seaport functioning and the trade road open again, well, we’ll have the old goat eating out of our hands!”
 
   “Thank you, Elsa. Hopefully, this is the start of new prosperity for these lands and all the people who live here; dwarves, humans, and elves.” 
 
   She cackled and slapped me on the back. “Look at that, not even crowned yet and already sounding like a politician! Alex, I know your heart is in the right place and all, but you really need to get yourself a decent administrator. My brother has forty-one people who do nothing but process bloody paperwork. Trust me, if even one of them gets the trots and can’t work, the government practically grinds to a halt.” I looked at her questioningly, and she waggled a finger at me. “No way, I don’t like paperwork, either; so don’t ask. Besides, why would I ever hide legs like these behind a desk?” she teased. “Well, I’d better run along and find a good spot along the processional; perhaps something high up so those nice soldier boys don’t have to strain their necks too much!” 
 
   A sputtering Darroth followed her like a lost puppy out the door. Nia and I looked at each other and agreed, ‘poor suffering fool’! 
 
   We had a couple minutes break between visitors, so I sat down heavily in one of the chairs and stared blankly into the air. Nia fluttered up to my face and gave me a big concerned hug.
 
   “What’s the matter, Mr. Alex? You look like Maya after someone feeds her a ginger snap. Don’t tell me that pre-wedding nerves are finally getting to you?”
 
   “No, Nia, it’s nothing to do with the wedding; it’s just something Elsa said about all the paperwork. It suddenly occurs to me that I know absolutely nothing about running a kingdom; neither does Maya. I’m pretty sure we’re both going to botch it horribly.”
 
   “Relax,” Rosa crooned calmly, as she leaned over and again straightened my collar. “You will be a great king. Besides, it’s not like we are just throwing you to the wolves. Most of us will be staying here to help guide you in any way we can. Don’t forget you have Maya with you as well; the two of you together can make anything happen! Look at what you’re already accomplished.”
 
   “Still…Qleyse!” I called out. Almost instantly, the Helios walked through the doorway. I would be tempted to swear he had to have been waiting out there. We all froze for a few seconds in amazement. He was wearing a long, swallow-tailed, cornflower-blue surcoat with row upon row of shiny gold buttons running down the breast line. Under it, he wore a white large-ruffled shirt, black riding pants, and perched on his head was a tricorn hat in the same color as the coat.
 
   “Wow, pretty stylish, Mr. Q.,” Nia quipped, orbiting him in the air with a big smile on her face.
 
   “Of course,” Qleyse asserted, and then bowed impatiently toward me. “My King, you do realize that I am co-officiating the ceremony in a few minutes?”
 
   “Co-officiating?”
 
   “Yes, Sire. Your lovely Queen’s grandfather and I will be doing a joint wedding ceremony.”
 
   “Ah, I won’t keep you long then,” I said. “But in talking with Princess Elsa, I am reminded that Maya and I will need a lot of help running the day-to-day operations of this kingdom going forward.”
 
   Qleyse frowned. “Yes, my King, the same notion occurred to me as well, but I in no way wanted to give you the impression that I had no faith in your abilities. It is indeed a daunting task.”
 
   “Is that something you would normally handle as castellan?” I asked hopefully.
 
   For the first time, I saw a glimpse of what I would call real fear cross the face of our normally unflappable, even over-optimistic, Helios.
 
   “By the stars, no Sire! I’m afraid my poor skills are entirely related to the running of a military fortress, not an entire kingdom. Besides, my management techniques with the living are several millennia out of date!”
 
   “Relax, Qleyse, I was just asking. Do you at least have any advice?”
 
   Calming down a bit, the castellan stroked his chin in thought. “Well, Sire, you will need someone with impressive experience to be sure…hmmm.” He snapped his fingers and smiled broadly. “Rest easy and enjoy your day, my King; I have just the person you need…oh, Ebony!” Qleyse called out melodiously, tapping his foot impatiently.
 
   Just like Qleyse, she arrived in a few moments, like she too had been waiting in the hallway. Ebony marched in resplendent in her golden armor and saluted smartly, followed by a formal bow to me.
 
   “Sire! Qleyse, you called?”
 
   “Yes, Ebony.” The old castellan smiled innocently, but I could see he was enjoying some form of joke at her expense. “That new recruit we just got in will need to be formally presented to the King and Queen at their reception after the ceremony. Please see to all the details.”
 
   Ebony’s face immediately took on a pained expression. “Seriously, my Lord Castellan?” Qleyse gave her a stern look, and Ebony immediately snapped back into formal attention.
 
   “Dismissed, Ebony,” he grinned.
 
   “Yes, Sir!” She saluted smartly again, and with a low bow in my direction, backed out of the room.
 
   Qleyse chuckled, “My King, rest assured, everything is handled. Now if you will excuse me, I have a wedding to prepare for!” And he disappeared as quickly as Ebony.
 
   I looked at Rosa and Nia. “Any idea what that was all about?”
 
   “No, but sometimes this place is as messed up as a blind snake charmer in a rope factory,” Nia asserted matter-of-factly. “How’s the stomach?”
 
   “Still a little queasy.”
 
   “Easily fixed, my King,” Alera said as she made her entrance into the room from the hall. She was wearing a sequined gray and red ball gown, and her hair was flowing over her shoulders instead of in the utilitarian bun she normally wore. She looked gorgeous.
 
   “Wow, Alera, you better stay away from Maya. I hear brides don’t like competition on their wedding day,” I smiled.
 
   “You flatter me, Sire,” Alera beamed. “But in truth, I just left your lovely bride, and I can assure you that I am but a weak glowing ember compared to the midday sun when compared to Maya on this day. It was actually Winya who sent me to check on your wayward stomach.”
 
   “Oh, you’re not here for the Blue Laddies Lament, punch, and cookies?”
 
   “Hardly,” she whispered as she focused and put a hand low on my chest. A few seconds later, all distress eased. “There, the fire dragon in your belly has been appeased, Sire.”
 
   “You might want to track down Darroth for the same treatment,” Nia chuckled. “He probably needs it a lot worse than Alex.”
 
   “Doubtful,” the healer huffed. “I’ve noticed dwarfs in general tend to self-medicate exclusively with dwarven ale.”
 
   “So, Alera,” I said, changing the subject, “will you be returning to Xarparion once we get it all cleaned up?”
 
   She looked confused and a little hurt at my question. “No, my King…” Then she turned to Rosa, “Didn’t you tell him, Headmaster?”
 
   Rosa hedged, “Well, no; Hons and I haven’t finished working out all the details yet.”
 
   “Ok, tell me what?”
 
   Alera bowed her head. “Your pardon, Sire, but I have resigned as Primus of the healers, effective as soon as Mingt’s replacement teachers arrive.” 
 
   The surprise must have shown on my face. “So what will you do, Alera?”
 
   “Do, my Liege? Why, it is my sworn duty to serve you and your Queen as your personal physician, unless…” she faltered, looking down at the floor, “…unless you would prefer another healer.”
 
   I stood there quietly for a few seconds. “No, Alera; there is no one Maya and I trust more. It’s just that I thought you loved teaching.”
 
   She looked up and smiled wistfully. “I do love teaching, Sire; but for the first time in my life, I feel truly at home in a place. This incredible fortress is the perfect balance between both my worlds, and if it’s a choice between Sky Raven and teaching? Well, there are other teachers in this world to take my place.”
 
   Rosa interrupted, “Exactly what Hons and I have been working on. With the portal, there is no reason Sky Raven couldn’t host advanced classes and field training here. After all, our infirmary is way nicer than anything at the old Xarparion, and the local villagers already know and trust the student healers. Hons and I think it would work and you, Alera, could have the best of both worlds.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” Alera stammered, glittering tears starting to trickle down her face.
 
   “‘Yes’, would be good,” I coached mildly.
 
   “Oh yes, Sire!”
 
   “Excellent. Well, thank you for settling my stomach.”
 
   The healer waived it off hesitantly. “Please do not thank me for such a trivial matter. I realize that I that owe you an eternal debt that I cannot ever hope to repay. You and Maya will have my deepest devotion for as long as I breathe, Sire.”
 
   “For what?” I blurted out, puzzled.
 
   For a second I thought the healer was going to explode. She paused wordlessly for a few moments and then gasped, “For winning, my King! You heard what plans the Kerr had for me!” She choked off a sob with her hand over her mouth, a catch of shame in her voice.
 
   I put a hand gently on her shoulder. “We will never speak of that foul creature again, Alera, its power is broken.” She looked like she wanted to argue with me, but finally, she just pulled away and tried to dry her tears with her fingers. Nia hustled over with a kerchief and deposited it in her hands. 
 
   At last, she was collected enough to speak again. “I best be off. The wedding is starting soon, and I still have some packing to do.”
 
   “Packing?” Nia asked. “But you just said you were staying here.”
 
   Alera forced a smile. “I doubt the King and Queen will need me on their honeymoon, so I am travelling to the dark elf capital with Maya’s parents for a few weeks of advanced training on dark elf ailments, medicines, and especially midwifery.”
 
   I had to catch myself to keep from falling into the punchbowl. 
 
   “Midwifery?” I sputtered, wide-eyed.
 
   Alera’s eyes danced merrily. “Well, stranger things have happened on honeymoons, my Liege; best to be prepared.”
 
   Alera was leaving just as Dawn and Dusk entered, wearing more elaborate versions of the silver dresses they wore on the day we met, and stalked over to the food table. I heard one of them mutter with a disgusted sigh, “Aww, no bacon.” They each settled for an oatmeal cookie.
 
   “We are supposed to begin bringing you down to ground level in five minutes, Father,” Dusk said, savoring the sweet treat.
 
   “What about you girls?” I asked, thinking about all the others who had come and talked to me in the past hour.
 
   The two exchanged puzzled glances. “What about us?”
 
   “Well, half the people are leaving right after the wedding. I was wondering what you two intend to do now that the war is over?”
 
   “Live here forever, eat lots of bacon, right some wrongs, find an incredibly handsome mate, protect the castle, be nursemaids to your precocious children, defend the weak, and possibly drink just a smidgeon of good wine occasionally,” Dawn relayed, as if that small list covered nearly all situations, and Dusk nodded eagerly in complete agreement.
 
   “See, I told you the math is pretty simple for dragons,” Nia chuckled, elbowing me in the arm.
 
   “Well, Father, it is time to make Maya our official mother,” Dusk sighed happily.
 
   I turned around to see Rosa crying again. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry, but I can’t help it.” She wrapped her arms around me in a big hug. “I’ve only had you both for such a short time and now you’re all grown up.” 
 
   “Rosa, you’re not going to lose us any time soon. We will always be here with you and you with us. Maya and I will always see you as our mother. Besides, from the looks of things, we’re going to be the ones who watch you grow old and gray eventually.
 
   She wiped her tears. “That last part wasn’t really necessary, but I appreciate the sentiment. You’ll always be my children, I just wish I could see Maya in her dress right now!”
 
   “What? They won’t even let you in?” Nia asked in disbelief.
 
   “No, those nebulia are very bossy.”
 
   “We know,” Dawn and Dusk growled scornfully from across the room. “We’re supposed to be her handmaidens, and her daughters! And they still booted us out as soon as the dress arrived. We don’t even know what color it is!”
 
   “I don’t even know where she is,” I said gloomily, joining in on the complaint session.
 
   Dawn smirked, “She’s in the main floor office right below us. It wouldn’t be much of a processional to the keep without the bride, would it?” 
 
   “You mean all this time all I had to do was use my mage sight and look through the floor?”
 
   Rosa, Nia, and the twins huddled together for a few seconds and came back with scheming smiles. “Do it…just a peek…we’re dying to know!”
 
   “You’re forgetting that Winya would know, which means Maya would know, and I would be a dead man!”
 
   “You darn right,” Winya chimed in. “But your wait will definitely be worth every excruciating minute. This dress is just…wow! I know what I’ll be wearing in the afterlife for the next few millennia! Here we go…it’s time! Good luck, Alex! I love you, and thank you for including me in this journey!”
 
   A Helios staffer politely knocked on the doorframe and beckoned us to follow. Rosa attempted to kill me by hugging me repeatedly as we were going down the narrow stairs. At ground level, we walked out into the sunny main courtyard, all of which had been repaired and scrubbed of any traces of the world-in-the-balance struggle that took place here. I squinted up at the sun, and for the life of me, I couldn’t tell it wasn’t the one I had been born under. Even the pale blue moon that was just about to exit the scene for the day was familiar. 
 
   Our two white warhorses dominated the center of the space, impatiently nickering and shuffling their massive hooves. Their coats were brushed clean and the unicorn armor was polished to the point where the sun’s reflection made them almost hard to look at. Our two stable boys, dressed in short but formal fire wizard robes, stood jauntily holding onto the reins. The smiles on their faces said this was the proudest moment of their lives.
 
   The door next to the stairs that I had just come down opened a crack, and we all whipped around. A sparkling emerald green, raised-heel dancing shoe edged out of the opening. My eyes followed it up as a long, slender dusky-hued leg eased out after it coquettishly. The scene froze there for a few seconds, just letting us breathlessly hang, before Maya slowly opened the door the rest of the way and sauntered out onto the raised porch. It was a full-on emerald green dress that seemed to catch every sparkle of our new sun. My mind made note of the fact that the color matched her eyes perfectly, but my attention was focused elsewhere. There was a very long slit in the fabric that showed off her amazing legs and skin with every subtle movement. A forest-leaf pattern of gems started at her left breast and descended elegantly down her side. The bottom of the dress was longer in the back, creating a train of sorts that caressed the ground when she walked. Her hair was elegantly styled up, with a vine of living purple ivy flowers holding it together, with just a few of my favorite silver curls left to hang down the sides to frame her face. Winya, of course, beautifully accessorized my bride’s wrist. 
 
   Maya did a playful spin on the raised platform. The fanning out of her dress revealed even more leg. The top of the dress was strapless and covered almost none of her back, revealing the row of soft downy feathers that were her vestigial wings. I found them unbearably attractive. She stopped at the third revolution, planted her foot, and challenged me with her eyes. Unbidden, I closed the space between us. For a moment, my chest expanded and almost hurt worse than all those cracked and broken ribs together, I was so in awe of her.
 
   “I’ll take your lust-filled gawking as approval, my King,” she murmured, leaning down to my ear.
 
   “More than that, more than anything I’ve ever imagined, my Queen!” I whispered back. 
 
   “Shall we go, then?” I nodded wordlessly as Kaima pulled up alongside and kneeled. Placing my hands on my dark elf’s narrow waist, I carefully lifted her up onto the mare’s broad back sideways. As she was wearing a dress, a saddle wouldn’t be appropriate, but she was in no danger of falling off. When she settled herself, crossed her legs, and waived gently to the closest onlookers, you can be sure every eye in the place was firmly fixed on her.
 
   I don’t even remember getting on Somnus, but side-by-side a few seconds later, we started our guided walk up the cobblestone path to the grand keep. A number of horns sounded and claps of approval greeted us as villagers, soldiers, and staff lined up to wish us well. The closer we got to the keep, the more crowed and raucous the spectators were. Apparently, our marriage was something everyone wanted to see. Helios in full battle armor lined the road and saluted as we slowly passed. The display was stunning and also humbling; the blacksmith’s assistant from Foalshead, still a big part of who I am, was awed and befuddled to say the least.
 
   Maya looked over at me and smiled ever brighter, nudging me to follow her lead and wave to the crowd. Seeing the calm assurance on her face snapped me out of it, and I started playing to the crowd right along with her. With this woman at my side, I felt I could move the world!
 
   A little more than halfway to our destination, Maya leaned over to me and still waving to the throng, whispered in a low throaty voice, “You know, my King, you are looking pretty handsome in that fancy shirt. It’s too bad my spirit cat, the Jag’uri, has other plans for it.”
 
   “Other plans?”
 
   “Oh yes, my love. As soon as we get you alone, she wants to extend her claws and rip it off your body, and shred it into a million pieces. These past couple weeks of waiting have been hard on the poor dear, and now she’s demanding satisfaction. A lot of satisfaction!”
 
   “Really?” I teased back. “Well, you’re not the only one with a spirit animal, you know. I’ve got a Vakha STALLION just biding his time for this day, most creatively I might add.”
 
   Maya blinked and straightened up, giving Somnus and me a long appraising glance. She blushed impressively then turned away quickly to wave some more at the crowd.
 
   “Ooooh! Straight points for that one, Alex! That one got her thinking! Winya giggled hysterically as Somnus whinnied laughingly and bobbed his head up and down. One of these days I am going to find out what he really is! 
 
   Finally arriving at the doors of the keep, our stable boys brought us to a halt and bowed. The Vakhas kneeled in their usual stately manner. I gingerly helped Maya down off her steed, which earned me a broad smile and a quick hug, as hand in hand we walked up the steps.
 
   Even as huge as the main hall was, it was entirely packed wall-to-wall with friends, family, wizards, and well-wishers. My mind was reeling with the noise as the blare of a dozen horns marked our entrance; this, over and above the din of the excited crowd. I saw Higs, Alera, Hons, and the druid girls all lining the walkway, congratulating us as we passed.
 
   Up on the raised dais, where our special thrones sat, stood Qleyse and Mingt; the old fire wizard still impressive in his finest robes. Directly behind the thrones were two armor stands that held both our sets, newly repaired and polished. A new red cape was attached to the collar of each. Behind those stood the two golden throne guardian constructs, a kite shield and massive short spear held formally in each hand.
 
   When we had almost reached the thrones, still holding hands, Qleyse motioned for us to turn and face the audience. I picked out my foster family right away; they had apparently enjoyed a reunion with Faeron and Renalla. Of course, both women were already wiping away tears and blowing their noses. The dark elf King and my foster father just chatted amiably. Rosa was right next to them, with Nia on her shoulder. Dawn and Dusk, in their finest glittering silver dresses, flanked both sides of the thrones. From the dirty looks some of the nebulia were giving them, I could tell the dragons were off script and not supposed to be there. But I don’t think anyone was going to challenge them about it.
 
   Qleyse called the room to attention in his booming voice and started his speech, with Mingt chiming in periodically. By this time, my bride and I had turned to face each other, our hands still intertwined, simply lost in each other’s eyes. I saw pure love and acceptance in those depths; we had been through so much. Our joined soul threads were now truly just a single unbreakable strand. Honestly, I couldn’t tell you very much of what was said; the only thing that broke us out of our trance was Qleyse poking me after the long pause when he gave us permission to kiss. And kiss we did, to the enthusiastic cheers and stomps of the crowd.
 
   Darroth came trudging up in what served as his finest clean work clothes; he was carrying a large blue pillow. He glanced nervously into the crowd until his eyes rested on Elsa, who gave him an encouraging smile and a nod. Obviously, the two of them must have made up yet again. Resting on the pillow were two golden crowns.
 
   “Here you are, your Majesties. Fresh and still warm from the forge!” 
 
   Dawn and Dusk swung around and picked up the crowns reverently, giving them a quick breath of cold air to cool them down a bit. Darroth wasn’t kidding, they were still warm. The silvers then walked over and placed the crowns on each of our heads to the thundering applause of the assembled guests. They were masterpieces, each with the symbol of the Nova etched into the foremast. A pair of comets raced across the side bands and each crown was finished off with inset blue gems and other precious metals. Maya’s, of course, was smaller, and I thought it looked wonderful on her. Personally, I didn’t think mine suited me, at least not yet.
 
   The castellan motioned for us to sit on our thrones. After we were seated, he leaned in and whispered, “Don’t worry, we’re almost done. The next part is the Benediction of Light ceremony, and we will need your assistance for that.” At first, we were puzzled, but then he smiled brightly and folded his hands together, making a slight bird flapping gesture. Ah, it was time to brighten up the room. Maya, of course, caught on to what he was saying faster than I did; and with a huge dazzling smile, she extended her wings to the amazement and delight of most of the attendees. I was a few seconds behind but still impressive enough to those who were caught unaware. And wow, were our parents caught unaware! It seriously looked like Renalla and Melinda {Merilda} were going to faint dead away, and Faeron and my foster father kept looking around with amused expressions, expecting at any time someone was going to let them in on the joke.
 
   But the look I saw in my lover’s eyes was no joke. She was ecstatic enough to light up the place alone. But that look kindled the same desire in me. Suddenly people were clapping and cheering wildly, but the noise quickly died down as nearly everyone in the place was forced to stop what they were doing and shield their eyes. It was interesting to see the reaction by the nebulia. Normally so proper and reserved, they were actually smiling, laughing, and embracing each other. The Helios, too, were enjoying the warmth of the light, absorbing it gleefully like a dachshund in a sunbeam.
 
   Finally, Qleyse brought his arms up. “All hail, King Alex! All hail, Queen Maya! All hail, the Comets, rulers of Sky Raven!” And the keep’s walls reverberated for several minutes with lively celebrations.
 
   We spent the next hour, wings retracted, standing around the steps of the throne area, as people came up and gave us their blessings and congratulations. Thankfully, we were saved by the dinner bell, and the nebulia maidens came by and directed us to our table. Another of the larger halls had been set up for our party. No one in the keep or even the fortress was left out, the nebulia even set up huge tables of food and drink in the main courtyard so everyone within the walls of Sky Raven could enjoy the festivities.
 
   Maya and I were seated at the ceremonial head table, of course, with all three sets of parents and Rosa at the table to our right, and our daughters and closest friends to our left. The meal seemed to go on for hours, with countless courses brought and returned by the relentless nebulia. Winding down, people were stuffed to the gills and some started drifting off to visit in small groups at other tables or on the steps of the keep. My real parents drew us aside to a private corner and hugged us both.
 
   “Alex, Maya, you have no idea how proud we are of you two and what you’ve accomplished.”
 
   I looked my father squarely in the eye and asked a question that had been bothering me. “The Kerr claimed its death would trigger a war, should we be worried Father?”
 
   He put a large mitt of a hand on my shoulder. “Son, I still don’t think we’ve managed to convey the scale of time involved, at least in a form that you understand. But I’ll try to give you some piece of mind. Listen, in game terms, the Kerr went all in on this one with their best champion, broke rules by the hundreds, and still ended up losing badly.  In practical terms, it will be at least ten thousand years before the results of this ‘game’ are finished being tallied by our kind. Even beings as long-lived as you and Maya will be dust by then.”
 
   “Well, that’s reassuring, I guess…”
 
   “Oops, sorry; totally inappropriate again.” He winced and then chuckled, “Gone but not even remotely forgotten, I assure you. This experiment, which involved your mother and me and led to your birth, and even today’s wedding to your amazing bride, was an unprecedented success. The ramifications will ripple out for eons. The fates of thousands of galaxies will change for the better and involve races that you cannot even begin to fathom. And it all started with a soft-hearted young man who felt sorry for a pack of orphans and ruined a cooking pot! Sometimes, the domino effect that rules the universes astonishes even me. Again, well done, Son!”
 
   He actually had to pause and wipe tears out of his eyes. “Now, I’m sorry to tell you this, but it is time for us to leave.”
 
   “What? Why?” I asked. I still felt like I barely knew them.
 
   “You need room to grow and have your own adventures. Don’t get me wrong, we aren’t abandoning you like before; but even we know we can’t be looking over your shoulder forever.”
 
   My mother hugged us both and looked at her husband with glistening eyes. “We will stop in every now and again for holidays and such. So it will be just like how normal human families work. And I expect to visit grandchildren someday soon here as well!”
 
   I coughed nervously about the grandchildren part and then concentrated on what they were really saying, and deep down I knew they were right. “Where will you be going?”
 
   “Oh, here and there. Each universe is a big place. One of our assignments is to train the newest generations of Nova how to love, pair up and raise more comets exactly like you two; well, maybe not exactly. There is this clueless young sea slug on Batav Six that I’ve been keeping an eye on that shows a lot of promise…”
 
   “What, another Alex?” Maya smiled, putting her arm around me.
 
   My father grinned. “I believe at this stage of its life cycle, it would more appropriately be called Alexandra, but you never know what can happen. Anyway, today is still your wedding day, and like all good parents, we have a gift for you. You’ll be able to see it best when it gets a little darker out, about the time the dance really gets going. I think it will be a night that is never forgotten.”
 
   They hugged and kissed both of us and said their goodbyes to everyone else before they disappeared in a huge flash of blue light. 
 
   Suddenly, we were alone again; well, except for a cute little pixie who couldn’t stay away any longer. “Mr. Alex! Maya!” she cried out as she happily hugged our faces. “It’s official now! I’m your daughter! Ohhh, and you’ve got to see the dance party the nebulia are setting up in the gardens. It makes the one after the tournament in Xarparion look small and pathetic. I’m gonna go check out the sweets table!”
 
   Ebony appeared then, moving through the crowd like a bull. Behind her was another Helios, but I couldn’t make out anything else. She headed straight for us and stopped about ten feet away. With a sigh, she spoke, “My King and Queen, may I present the kingdom administrator candidate that you requested.”
 
   The Helios walking in Ebony’s wake now stepped out from behind her. For a few seconds, I was confused by the radiant gold skin, but then I recognized a familiar face.
 
   “Bel!” Maya screamed and launched herself across the distance between them, throwing herself into Bel’s arms and hugging her affectionately.
 
   “Lady Hornalde,” I grinned, following my mate. 
 
   “Only Bel, my King,” she asserted, returning Maya’s embrace. “Helios leave behind all worldly titles when they pass…and look.” She showed us a huge smile. “No fangs any longer, either. And I’ve actually been outside to stand in the sun…it was so beautiful!”
 
   “La…I mean Bel, we owe you a debt we can never repay, and you are the real hero of the battle against the Lifebane. But how do you come to be here?” I asked completely astonished.
 
   Bel smiled, a real genuine smile. Somehow she looked like a pretty young woman again. If I would have to guess, I would say this was her original appearance before she was turned. “Apparently vampires, at least the ones that do not fall completely to evil, still retain a part of their original souls–who knew? Since I died again within the walls of Sky Raven, I was delivered to the blue crystal, which I hear you have met. He gave me a choice, and here I am. As far as your debt to me, there is none; I did what I did for my own reasons. But if it would assuage your conscience to grant me a boon, I wouldn’t object,” she said slyly, and I saw a glimpse of the old Belrothe we knew so well.
 
   I heard a low growl from the general direction of where Ebony was standing, but ignored it. Maya leaned back away from Bel’s embrace with tears in her eyes and laughed happily. “Anything, Bel, anything! What do you need?”
 
   “Young one, what I really need is a job.” 
 
   “A job?” Maya and I looked at each other in confusion.
 
   “Yes, it seems that new Helios are automatically assigned to either servant positions or the military, depending on their past lives. And I was never really formally trained to be a warrior…”
 
   “They’ve got you scrubbing floors and cleaning the jakes?” Maya said in horror and disbelief.
 
   “It’s not so bad, really. It’s good honest work,” the former vampire confirmed. “But I wonder at times if I couldn’t be of more service to my King and Queen if I were doing a ‘task more suited to my strengths’. Isn’t that the terminology you used, King Alex, when you convinced me to take the demon-trapping Amulet of Tepestra?”
 
   I was following now, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Yes, this was exactly the person we needed to keep the kingdom running smoothly.
 
   “Bel, you’re hired as the kingdom’s grand steward, effective immediately. Commandeer whatever staff and resources you require; we’ve got a honeymoon to go on!” I snickered, already feeling immensely better about what we would find when we got back home.
 
   “By your command, my King.” Bel grinned and made a low formal bow. Standing, she gave Maya one last caress on the cheek before she spun away to start work. 
 
   “Alex, Maya, you have got to see this!” Lin exploded as the three druid girls burst through the doors from the outside. Concerned, we followed them into the garden. The place had been transformed into an unworldly party setting. Elegant music was playing; I picked out strings, horns, and drums. Streamers hung in big blue bows across all the trees, interlaced with glow orbs that brightened and dimmed corresponding to the music. Off to one side, there were tables loaded with even more food and drinks, and plenty of nebulia serving staff were still sticking around to make sure everyone was happy. The dance floor was already in full swing, and I spotted the usual avid dancers making tracks. I nearly bumped into a star-struck Captain Higs being led shamelessly to the dance floor by a very coquettish and blushing Dusk. I backed up and looked into the loving eyes of my dark elf wife. 
 
   “It’s perfect,” I breathed, “you’re perfect.”
 
   “Wow, you two are really oblivious, you know that?” Lin guffawed from behind us. “Look up, why don’t you!”
 
   Maya and I gazed up into the night. Rainbow hues of color danced across the sky, with shooting stars flashing through the darkness like a never-ending fireworks display. But most prominent was a pair of ice blue comets that slowly crossed the heavens, backlit by a blanket of soft twinkling stars. 
 
   I watched a small tear of joy run down Maya’s face. I gently wiped it away and turned her to face me, stealing a quick kiss.
 
   “Care to dance, my Queen?”
 
   Maya smiled brightly but then looked a little concerned. “Yes, of course; but I don’t know, Alex, that dance floor looks pretty crowded.”
 
   “We’ll just make our own dance floor then, my love.” I grinned as I unfurled my wings, and I heard her delighted laugh as she did the same. Seconds later, we were high above the party, looking down. The glow from our wings was already illuminating the upper towers of the keep, making it truly look like an enchanted palace. Ignoring the crowds below, we danced in the night air like we were the only two comets in the sky.
 
   “I love you, Maya.”
 
   “You really talk too much, Magic Boy.” She pulled me in closer and I could hear a contented purr in her voice. “Now, you promised me an epic honeymoon, and I’m ready to trade my armor for a negligee; at least, for a few days.” 
 
   Oh yeah…even my ears were starting to tingle!


 
   
  
 

Epilog
 
   “I like that story!” the little girl said to her mother.
 
   “Well, I would hope so. It’s about all your family and friends and how you came to be, little one,” Maya said, folding her wings in and tucking them away. “Besides, it is your favorite story.”
 
   “I know, but it’s fun to pretend it is a new story every time I hear it. When Dawn and Dusk read it to me, sometimes they will even change shape into the monsters from the book and then it’s really scary, but fun, too. And when Nia reads it, she does it with all kinds of sounds that make you feel like you were really there. Rosa read it once and then showed me how Daddy enchanted the magic pot, and she even lets me practice on real pans in the kitchen, but only when the cooks aren’t around. She says they wouldn’t appreciate seeing their cooking tools and candlesticks dance, talk, and sing very much.”
 
   “So, what you are saying is that my version is really boring then?” Queen Maya said playfully.
 
   The little girl smiled a bright smile, with just a few baby teeth missing. “Oh no, Mommy. I call your story the romantic one, because you put in all the parts about kissing Daddy!” she giggled.
 
   Just then there was a slight tap on the door. It opened and Dawn stuck her head through. “Hi, Mom, the King and Nia have just returned from their trip. If he comes up the stairs, he’ll be here in about ten minutes, otherwise…” There was a swoosh sound as the door to the balcony flew open and a man with wings that matched his wife’s, with a small pixie on his shoulder, stepped into the room. His white wings folded away effortlessly as he walked toward the bed, reaching out to his little girl with a big grin on his face. “…three seconds.”
 
   “Daddy! Daddy! You’re home!” 
 
   She evaded her mother’s frantic grab and dived off the bed, knowing that her father would catch her well before she hit the floor. And, of course, he did, with a laugh.
 
   “Belle, one of these days I’m gonna miss and then, ‘splat’!” said her father as he wrapped her in an armored hug, and hoisted her up to perch on one of his huge arms.
 
   “You’ll never drop me, Daddy,” she said unconcerned and began smothering her father, the King, in sweet hugs and kisses. Finally, she stopped and leaning back, considering him with deadly serious emerald eyes just like her mother’s. “Mommy just finished the big story again; but it’s still early, please tell me another one, please?”
 
   Alex frowned slightly and shifted his gaze longingly to his queen’s face, noting the mirth and the hint of promise that she hid so coyly behind a regal smile.
 
   “I dunno, Belle, I was hoping to turn in early tonight…” But his thoughts and voice trailed off to nothing at the sight before him. The Queen was in the process of stretching like a great dusky cat on the bed, her nightgown clinging in all the right places. Sliding her legs over the edge, she grinned evilly, rose to her feet, and sauntered over to her husband. Taking his arm and spinning around, she faced her daughter, but kept a hand around his back and seemed to melt into his side. She winked at her daughter as she rested her curly head on Alex’s armored shoulder. 
 
   “Oh, I think your father has time for a short story, Belle.” She stepped back a little and reaching up, she grasped the Alex’s chin, bringing his eyes in direct alignment with hers. “As long as it’s a very short story,” she growled softly.
 
   “Storytime!” Belle squealed and hugged her father. 
 
   Nia added to the Princess’s enthusiasm by doing excited figure eights in the air above the bed and echoing. “Storytime! It’s storytime!”
 
   Even Dawn got into the spirit of the moment. She had been waiting calmly by the door, but now she flung it open, and sticking her head out the door, bellowed, “Storytime, everyone!” as only a dragon can.
 
   The King’s and Queen’s mouths dropped open in dumbfounded amazement, as within a span of no more than two minutes, people started arriving. Dusk entered and slid onto the bed, placing her back against the headboard. Dawn followed and copied her sibling, relaxing with a self-satisfied sigh.
 
   Belle had finally squirmed enough that Alex had to set her on the floor, and the little girl immediately scrambled back onto the bed and into Dawn’s lap, snuggling in close to her. Nia snatched a handkerchief off of one of the dressers and wrapping herself in her impromptu blanket, dropped heavily onto a pillow that Dusk had pulled off the bed to make more room. She made herself comfortable as the dragon girl gently moved the pillow and pixie onto her own lap.
 
   Rosa and Alera arrived chatting animatedly and promptly claimed the two chairs from the small table in the room and moved them into prime viewing position, finally facing the King and smiling expectantly.
 
   Again the door opened, and several of the golden-hued staff members of the keep filed in carrying trays of fresh-baked oatmeal cookies and glasses of cold milk. With practiced ease they graciously passed out the treats to the growing crowd, leaving the remainder of the food and beverages on the table for latecomers or seconds. Retreating, they closed the door behind them.
 
   The king laughed out loud and looked at his wife, motioning at the door as if to ask ‘is that all’? Of course, the door burst open yet again, and Ryliss rushed in almost out of breath. Seeing that the storytelling hadn’t started yet, she grinned and took a deep breath. A few steps behind, her an inky black shadow stalked into the room.
 
   “Rakka!” Belle cried out. Bouncing up and down ecstatically on Dawn’s lap, she slapped the mattress. “C’mere girl!” Obligingly, the huge cat leaped up onto the end of the bed and lay down with her long rich fur covering Belle’s feet. The Jag’uri placed her great head down on her paws and sighed comfortably. With a mischievous shrug, Ryliss snatched a couple of cookies and found a spot on the bed next to Dawn where she could just barely fit.
 
   “Fantastic…crumbs and now cat hair in our bed,” Maya grumbled softly, still plastered to her mate’s side.
 
   King Alex surveyed the group that had invaded the royal bedroom with a look of genuine affection. He looked at his wife with a lopsided grin and shook his head. Clearing his throat expressively, he centered on his little girl, and bowed.
 
   Rising back up, he began, “Fine…did I ever tell you about the time Mommy and I met the Paladin?” 
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