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Prologue
“So why did the Duke want to take over the world?” asked the little girl of her mother. They had spent several nights together and had read a portion of the story each night. The mother tried her best to smile reassuringly at her child, but it was a difficult question to answer. A question made even harder as too-complete an answer would ruin the ending. She drew up her white, feathered wings to cradle the girl comfortingly as she struggled to come up with a worthy response.
“That’s never an easy question, my child. What do your lessons say about power and how it corrupts?”
The girl nodded as her face contorted in concentration before seemingly coming up with an answer as well as another question. “I understand that, but if power corrupts then why are you and daddy not evil?”
“A fair point; look at it like this. Power makes you stronger in all aspects. If you are a good man then you become a great man; if you are a bad man, you become an evil man. This Duke was both a bad man and had an unquenchable lust for power, and he had no patience to earn it. That, my dear, is a very bad combination. Soon, the Duke was delving into black magics, raising the dead, and trafficking with demons. The stories even claim he had a demon consort that he called up from the underworld himself. A horrid, evil creature, but with her by his side, even kings feared him.
The little girl settled even further into her mother’s embrace and pulled her blankets up tight under her dainty chin waiting for the explanation to continue.
“Soon, his demon partner promised even more power to the Duke, but first he had to obtain a special kind of sacrifice pleasing to the demon’s master - a powerful being known as the Kerr. She directed the Duke’s attention to Sky Raven Fortress and the Queen and her little girl who lived there. To aid him, the demon cast a fog on the battlefield to hide the Duke’s mortal armies from the defenders, as did she hasten their attack so, no matter how far away the Duke’s forces were, it only took them the span of one day to arrive at the battle. But even with the help of the demon, her Kerr master, and 11,000 soldiers, the Duke could not break the fortress. For days, the eighty defenders battled against the attackers…”
“Hey, I know this part! It’s Winya’s story from the book, isn’t it?” the daughter interrupted. “And the Queen and her little girl tried to escape, but the evil Duke caught them and took them back to his capital, and made the Queen marry him and then he killed them both.”
“Sacrificed…he sacrificed them both, actually,” the mother corrected sadly. “Their souls were the price the demon demanded for its assistance, in addition to the Duke’s own soul, of course. But the Kerr had a additional price of its own…I think now would be a good time for me to continue the story. 
 



Chapter 1
Alex
That morning, the day after we fled Xarparion, dawned cold. There were snow crystals in the air that fell in feathery whispers across the huddled figures in the camp. I stood examining the now deactivated and locked portal that had been our escape passage. It had done its job; however, from what I could decipher of Rosa’s jumbled thoughts at the time; this location is not where she expected to arrive. More troubling yet, Rosa doesn’t remember this destination site at all, and she’s been through every one of the portals numerous times. She built them, after all.
Stepping away from the portal shell, I put a gore-splattered armored foot up on a convenient rock and watched as the pale first light of the sun brightened the horizon. Shaking my head in wonder, I looked back on what brought me to this juncture. Less than a year ago, the Alex Martin that I was had been living a boring life as an assistant blacksmith in a sleepy little agricultural town. A slight accident in repairing a cooking pot of all things, led to the discovery that I was an enchanter and my life drastically changed. I was taken away from the life I knew to live in Xarparion, the school of wizardry for our part of the world. 
Taken in by Rosa, my 700-year-old mentor and the only other enchanter in existence, I discovered a whole new world of magic and an affinity for the manipulation of items, especially metals. Life at the school was pretty good, about what you might imagine; hard work and a lot of fumbling about to get things right. 
Speaking of getting things right, about that time, two other women came into my life. First there was Nia, a pixie who was assigned to be my bodyguard for life. Apparently, the pixie king was anxious to get rid of her and thought assigning her to me was a good move just in case I actually became someone important someday. Nia is a joy to be around and my best friend. The second female to come into my life about then was my weapons instructor at Xarparion. It was complicated, but I think I fell in love with her before I ever saw her face. Once I did, I knew she was the one I wanted to spend my life with. Maya is a dark elf and was hiding out in Xarparion rather than stay with her people and be subject to orders from Duke Pharmon, also known as the Lifebane. The Duke is a necromancer of enormous power and his armies of undead already rule half of the known world. Rumor has it that he’s trying for a clean sweep. 
Things were going well with my courtship of Maya until a couple things happened that would really start my life spinning in new directions. First, Maya was the victim of an assassination attempt, which thankfully we thwarted. Second, my new friends and I went back to my home village to see my parents on my birthday. There, I found out that they weren’t my parents at all and, in fact, my real parents are magical beings of some kind. Gifted with some metals, a pair of warhorses and acquiring the services of two young silver dragons who appear as young women, we all travelled back to Xarparion to prepare for the annual Wizards’ Tournament. As enchanters are incapable of casting normal-type spells like the mages in the school, I had to craft a set of armor and weapons that would stand up to mage spells and give me the offensive punch to actually win. After winning the tournament, things were blissfully quiet for a couple weeks - up until yesterday. 
Yesterday, a portal opened outside the academy and the Lifebane’s horde poured through, besieging the school in less than two hours. If that wasn’t bad enough, more portals opened inside Xarparion and, in short order, the fight to save the school became a fight to evacuate as many as possible and get out. Unfortunately, we were only successful in rescuing two towers of students, a few of the staff and school servants, and a handful of guardsmen. I shook my head in disbelief at what had already transpired and what now lay ahead of us.
The sun had finally crawled high enough in the sky to illuminate our surroundings a bit more. This portal pad was halfway up a rocky mountain. Above and behind us were all sharp rock peaks and crags, some of which were now dusted in snow. We were high enough to see for miles from this vantage point. Below us, a large dark forest stretched into the distance and, through the trees, a small sky-blue lake was visible. One thing I noticed right away - the lack of any visible smoke of any kind. If the area was inhabited, there should be evidence of camps, homes, or settlements. There was something that looked a little like smoke at one spot in the forest below, but to my inexperienced eyes, it could just be forest mist.
It didn’t take a wilderness scout to come to the conclusion that we would have to get down off this mountain and travel through that forest to get to any destination. With all the wounded and non-combatants we had with us, we weren’t exactly a major expeditionary force, so I hoped the forest was friendlier than it appeared from up here.
Nia was still on my shoulder from the battle and only roused long enough for me to feed her a bite of food before she gave in to exhaustion. Now she seemed to finally be waking up again. She stirred as I melted away the armor I had wrapped around her to warm and protect her. Nia’s oversized eyes fluttered open as she looked around and, seeing me, smiled. “I take it we’re not dead?”
Seeing her, even in such a grim surrounding, I couldn’t help but smile back. “No, not quite.”
I caught her up on the aftermath of yesterday’s events. She took the news well until I told her just how many friends and classmates we were forced to leave behind. After a small fit of pixie rage and a bit of crying, she quieted down and hugged me; then the two of us looked out over the forest. 
Finally, I snapped us out of it. “Come on, let’s go check in with the others. I think they would like to know you’re alright.” She nodded as we headed back.
It’s hard to believe that the people I see around me are the same group that woke up yesterday among their friends in their nice safe towers, got dressed, had a great breakfast, and went on with their day of learning. This morning’s wakeup call was much more grim. I tried not to think of how many we had lost yesterday. It may well be that the two towers that were sealed up and left behind were the lucky ones. They didn’t have twelve- to sixteen-year-old kids running the gauntlet of zombies and ghouls to try to escape, and to where?
As I walked around the main body of camp, I noticed that most of them were still asleep. Wizards who overextend themselves are usually too tired to care and will collapse on the hard ground as easily as a soft bed. There were still a lot of sleeping wizards scattered on the ground in random puppy piles. I approached the tent area set up as an infirmary with makeshift cots and tents; almost everyone here was asleep, too. There were, however, a few healers who looked to be doing their best to stay awake as they were still tending to their patients. I noticed that Alera was one of them so I walked over to her. She was sitting on an empty cot next to a similar setup containing a guardsman. Her normally spotless gray and red robe was considerably more reddish now and there were frays and rips that attested to the need to restrain some of the wounded, possibly because they were half crazed with pain, or worse, the victim of ghoul bites. This man had been slashed, the wound extending from his shoulder to wrist was very swollen. She finished doing what she could and packed the wound, leaving a small hole to allow for drainage. I sat down next to her and she turned to look at me with dark hollow eyes. I was shocked at how pale and desperately fatigued she looked. Alera is one of the most beautiful women at the academy, but today she looked twice her age and near collapse.
“How are they doing?”
She exhaled heavily and pulled her robes more tightly around her for warmth. “No one else is going to die. We lost a few already to ghoul bites that we didn’t identify right away and a couple that were just too injured to save. I’ve never seen human flesh corrupt and fester so fast; these bites and scratches are almost like a deadly beast in themselves. Right now, we’re just trying to close up the last of the open wounds so we don’t get cross-contamination from these conditions; many of them will be scarred though. It got so bad at the end we had to amputate to save some of the kids. I feel worse for the guards and staff who came through though. A one-legged wizard on a crutch is still a wizard and is valuable to society, but for some of these people, the loss of an arm or leg means everything to them.
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
“I’ll tell you the same thing I told you the other twenty times you asked tonight…no.” She groaned, running a hand through her hair. “Really, I appreciate it, but this is one instance where your enchanter spells don’t cut it. We just need to get through the night and pray that things get better.” She squared around and looked me in the eye. “Alex, you realize that you enchanters are now the de facto leaders of this mess, right? We badly need shelter, food and security for these wounded or we’re going to have more losses.” She sighed and attempted to wrap herself tighter yet in her robes. “But I can see that you can’t magically produce all that on this rock of a mountain, so we’re going to have to travel…somewhere.”
“If we give you the rest of today to work and rest, would we be able to move them tomorrow morning?”
“If we can utilize the donkey carts that came through and if we can get enough food to get some of our strength back, yes, it’s possible. But the day after is probably more realistic. It’s a good thing we dragged a couple of water wizards along with us, at least we can get fresh water here. Thank you for taking your warhorse down and snagging some dead trees; we can use the firewood to keep the wounded more comfortable,” she said, teetering shakily where she sat. 
“Alera, you need to eat and sleep.”
I could see fear and revulsion in her eyes. “I don’t think I can, Alex. Blood and gore I’m trained to handle, but these undead are just so wrong! Such a perversion of life; they make me soul sick just looking at them…I don’t understand how you enchanters can handle seeing what you’ve seen without going crazy.” She was right in a way, we were the only ones who didn’t seem to be overly affected by the sight of the undead. Facing them just made me mad, not really scared. Oh well, something to ponder when life wasn’t so crazy.
I crouched down, looked her in the eyes and told her, “Things will get better.” Then I placed my hand on her shoulder and placed the enchantment to make her sleep, catching her easily as she slumped over. I got up and gently straightened her out on the cot. Nia dragged a blanket over from somewhere and helped me tuck the exhausted healer in, brushing the hair off her face. Looking down at her childlike sleeping form, I felt a wave of affection for her, not in the physical attraction sense, but more just knowing what a good, kind, and caring person she was, someone who will always be there for others. I was honored to call her a friend.
Nia flittered up to my shoulder and watched her for a moment as well, picking up on my thoughts as she simply commented, “Heart of a paladin.” I agreed.
Nia and I continued around and put the remaining four healers in the area down for naps as well. Grabbing a couple of Maya’s guards, who were in far better shape than the wizards and staff - probably due to the ability of most soldiers to sleep anywhere, anytime when the opportunity is available - I instructed them to watch over the wounded and only wake a healer if it appeared someone was in real distress.
I finally found Rosa and Maya talking with the captain as they looked over a map laid out on a large flat rock. They seemed to be trying to figure out where in the world we were.
Captain Jarsin threw his arms in the air. “We’re on a bloody mountain! There can’t be that many of them on that map; this shouldn’t be that hard. And besides, you built this portal, don’t you know where the hell it comes out?”
The twins fidgeted uncomfortably in their enchanter staff robes as they stood behind Maya waiting for orders or possibly to see if all this yelling was going to turn into violence. Rosa gave me a nod from the other side of the rock before addressing the captain. “The problem, Captain, isn’t that there are a lot of mountains on this map but the fact that there are almost none on these maps. This is the most up-to-date map we had at the academy, but it only has details in the land of the three kingdoms and the area surrounding the academy. As far as where the portal was designed to take us…well, this isn’t it! But we’ll have to make do.”
The captain’s mouth dropped open and he was boiling with rage. He wasn’t really mad at us, though, but at the loss of almost all his men. The academy had a guard force of just under a thousand but fewer than sixty made it through the portal in time, and three were wounded so badly that the healers couldn’t save them. I think we were all feeling the weight of the world on our shoulders at that point.
Corporal Higs jogged over and nodded to me, saluted Maya, the captain, and Rosa. “Headmaster, we finished taking inventory of the emergency boxes that made it. Out of the twelve total, six were filled with food, three with clothing, one with general materials like rope, nails, etc., one with tents, and the last one is filled with shovels, rakes and picks.” Rosa winced at the totals and sighed. “I would have liked to have at least one box with travel gear and equipment, as well as one with weapons, but we will at least survive with what we have.” Higs raised a finger, “Headmaster Rosa, we also managed to bring along three donkey carts filled with hay, each with two donkeys to a team.” He grinned. “Someone had just left them loaded, hitched, and tethered right next to the portal, so when we started shooing people through the portal, we brought them along as well.”
“Good, they can help haul the heavier gear and possibly some of the wounded, too. Good job, Corporal,” Rosa purred. “How about horses?”
“No, Ma’am, with the exception of Mistress Maya’s and Sir Alex’s warhorses. But no real surprise there, those two are just uncanny. All the other animals went uncontrollably wild, crazy really, at the sight of the undead. We were lucky the donkeys were too stupid to notice.”
“Alright, Corporal; now the difficult question. How…many made it?”
His face fell. “We got most of the healers out so we have fifty-two of them as well as most of the earth wizards and druids counting at forty-five. There are a few of the others; I counted four wind wizards and six water wizards. But they are all just students; none of the teachers or graduates made it out of Central. I also counted 106 support staff, including maids, cooks and even a few stable boys. The guard was hit the hardest, there are only fifty-three of us, and four of them will never be able to lift a sword again.”
Both the corporal and the captain cringed at that last part, and I could read Maya’s sorrow in her posture; she had personally trained many of those troops. Rosa moved on quickly, doing her best to keep their minds busy with details. “So about two hundred fifty six of us, then.”
The captain spoke up, “How are we going to feed that many people with only six boxes of food? And you wizards eat a ton of food in the first place.”
“Each of those boxes contains enough food to feed two hundred wizards for a day and we have six of them. Not only that, but every night they refill themselves and they will do so one hundred times. So even if we eat full meals, we still have enough food for over a year. That’s the good news. The bad news is they are basic iron ration packs; crackers, salt pork, bacon, cornmeal, and flour. We won’t starve but it’s going to get monotonous. 
A small amount of stress faded from his face, but not nearly all of it. “Well, that’s a relief, but we still have no idea where in the world we are.”
Nia surprised me by jumping off my shoulder and landing on the map. “I know where we are!” We all stared at her in surprise. She sailed straight up into the air and pointed at the lake down the mountain. “We pixies call that Dragonfly Lake because of all the dragonflies, but humans call it Dashern Lake.” She zipped back and pointed to a spot deep in the black area of the map. “We’re about here.”
The black area means undead or goblin-controlled territory. Great, just what we needed. The captain said what we were all thinking. “We’re in the middle of the damn undead homeland! Could our lives get any worse?”
Nia smiled, showing her pointy teeth. “It's not so bad here; I lived in that forest for a time. We pixies travel a lot; in fact, it’s the time of year that we would normally be here.”
Maya was still wearing her full armor but, unlike me, she hadn’t taken her helmet off yet. “Why? What’s so important about this time of year?” Nia blushed and flew up and whispered in her helmet. “Oh…um, never mind. But why there? Don’t you have to deal with the undead?”
Nia flew back down to the map and shook her head. “Nope, something keeps them away; there are even humans who live downstream on the river that flows out of the lake because the undead won’t come within a mile of it, normally anyways.”
The captain snorted. “Are we really going to listen to what a pixie is saying…” He stopped talking when he noticed that every single one of us was glaring at him, even the corporal. “What?”
Higs spoke up first, “Sir, I would like to give you a solid piece of advice; don’t make fun of Nia, or any of them for that matter. I’ve seen Alex punch massive holes in the undead with only his hands; Maya’s armor seems to be alive sometimes, on top of her unmatched skill, and Nia is probably the strongest wizard we have ever had. And if they don’t take you down, I guarantee you that Mistress Dawn and Mistress Dusk will. All in all, sir, even at full strength, I don’t think the full city guard would last fifteen minutes against the enchanters.”
He didn’t seem to like the thought of that, but it shut him up. So I changed the subject. “So, we hide in the forest?”
“No, the pixies won’t like that. They might let us pass through though, “Nia said thoughtfully.
I sighed, “So we still don’t have a place to go?”
There was silence for a few seconds, then Rosa flinched like she had been stung by a bee. She reached into her pocket and handed me one of the letters from my parents. “I’ve held on to this for you. This has been very hot for a while now so you best take care of it before it bursts into flame…and tell them I’m sorry.”
I nodded and took the letter from her. Maya followed me over to another rock nearby as I put my foot up on it. Maya opened her faceplate, facing away from the camp, and wrapped her armored form around mine as we read the letter together.
With very little pause, words started streaming angrily across the page. “ABOUT TIME! I was about to unleash the wrath of the heavens on you two!” There was a brief pause and the writing style changed. “What your mother was calmly trying to say is we’re glad you’re both alright. We were getting worried that we would have to break the tenets and come down there ourselves. But we were wrong, and with the way your armor performed and your fighting abilities, we really didn’t have to worry.”
“But why did the undead attack the academy?”
Nothing showed up on the page for a long time, long enough that Maya and I exchanged several concerned looks. Then more writing slowly appeared. “‘In a time of darkness, when the undead outnumber the living, a Child of Light and a Child of Darkness will unite and fight against the great evil, driving it away. These heroes form the basis for the return of magic.’ Just so you know, I summed that up. The real prophecy script is over twenty feet tall, 3,456 hieroglyphs long and carved in basalt…boring as hell!”
We exchanged glances again as Maya asked, “So you believe that the Lifebane thinks that we are the ones in this prophecy? All those people died yesterday because of us?”
“No, we know you two are the ones; I recited and paraphrased the few lines that apply to the two of you. I am sorry that you have been labeled a Child of Darkness, Maya. We know that your heart is just as bright as Alex’s.”
She smiled a little, still confused. “Thank you…sir.”
“Someday, I hope you will call me Dad. The Lifebane would have attacked the school anyway, Maya. It has two of the things he hates most, magic users and people with the determination to stand in his way. If anything, you two coming together when you did probably made him rush his attack planning. Without that, he would have sprung a trap so deadly no one would have survived. But we need to get you guys off this mountain. Now we aren’t allowed to order the living so Winya, if you please?”
Maya yelped as her visor slammed down and her hand shot out to cover my face. But before I could even respond, or just use my mage sight to look around it, she dropped her hand.
“Winya, what was with that?” Maya almost shouted.
“I’m sorry, but I swear that wasn’t me! I’m guessing your father made me do that so I was the only one who could read the letter.”
“I guess we should be used to it by now,” Maya grumbled.
“Winya, do you at least know where we need to go?” I asked.
“Yes, and I feel like a fool for not noticing. We’re only two days hard march from Sky Raven Fortress!”
Maya and I looked at each other and she gave me a quick hug. 
“The fortress from your story? That Sky Raven?” I said still trying to wrap my head around the whole situation. I mean, would it even be still standing?
“Alex, of course I haven’t seen it in four hundred years, but I’m pretty sure it will still be there. You both have to see the place; it’s almost impossible to describe ” Winya beamed warmly across our link. A real fortress would be a major advantage to us. We proudly marched over to the others who were still arguing with Nia about the forest and the pixies in it. They must have noticed our approach and the smile on my face; Maya had her visor down again.
“We know where we need to go! Sky Raven Fortress!”
Rosa’s eyes lit up like we had just given her a present. The others, on the other hand, were scratching their heads in confusion.
“I thought that place was a myth,” Higs whispered, looking inquisitively at the twins who just shook their heads confidently.
I could tell Maya was smiling as she explained for me, “It’s no myth; Alex’s parents told Winya where we are and how to get there.”
“There used to be a road, but that’s probably long gone from 400 years of overgrowth. But there is a river that flows into that lake, so if we follow it, it should lead us right to it.”
Maya nodded and then relayed to everyone what only she and I could hear. Everyone was on board with the plan; well almost everyone.
“Hold on,” Captain Jarsin complained. “Not only do you want me to listen to a pixie, but now a talking sword? Are you people insane?” Again there was an ominous silence; the corporal placed a hand on his shoulder, gravely shaking his head. The captain sighed and looked up at the heavens. “Fine! We follow the river to a fortress that hasn’t been used for 400 years, great plan. Good luck getting the wizards to go with it!”
Rosa grinned, “Leave that to us.” The captain reluctantly nodded and then he and the corporal walked off toward the rest of the guards. Rosa turned to us with a smile still on her face. “I’m sorry about this, but you two are now my seconds until we get things figured out.” We both already knew that and we were ready to support her in any way. “I have an urgent job for you two. But first, I would like for you to get some rest; neither of you have slept since we got here.”
Maya just shrugged. “We don’t seem to be able to get tired in this armor; in fact, we both feel rather rested. It seemed we only need an hour or so of low activity and we’re good to go.”
I continued for her, “The odd thing is that I never placed an enchantment to do anything even close to this. It just seems to be a natural quality of the metal, like the whole weight thing.”
She nodded. “Fine, then I would like for you to take Nia and go speak with the pixies and get permission to pass through.” She thought for a moment. “You should take Dawn and Dusk, too.”
Before I could protest, Maya beat me to it. “No way! If all five of us leave, you won’t have the firepower to fend off an attack.”
“Are you two forgetting that I have over a hundred other wizards with me?”
Maya wasn’t letting it slide so easily. “They don’t trust us yet, so you’re keeping Dawn and Dusk.” Maya stalked over to the twins. “I want you two to keep a close watch on Rosa for us.”
They both bowed slightly. “Yes, Mistress, of course. We will keep her safe.”
We gave Rosa a hug before setting out to find Nia and our horses.
 



Chapter 2
Finding the horses was an easy job. All we had to do was whistle and they came right to us, completely armored. Nia on the other hand, was a bit harder to find. We finally found her over by one of the food crates. All we could really see of her was her legs kicking in the air frantically as she was rummaging through a bag.
“Nia, what are you doing?”
She pulled herself free of the sack but still had most of a biscuit in her mouth. Maya and I chuckled as the pixie dusted her dress off and finished the rest of the cracker in one bite. “Stupid bag wouldn’t open up and let me have my food,” she pouted, and kicked the sack in frustration. Maya smiled and reached over to undo the knot that was holding the bag shut . With the bag fully open, she handed two more biscuits to Nia, who devoured them practically whole.
“Now, come on, girl; we’re going to go say hello to the pixies,” said Maya.
All happiness and excitement vanished from her face. “I was really hoping you wouldn’t say that. I don’t think they will be very happy to see me.”
I smiled warmly at her. “Who cares what they think of you. Maya and I both care about you very much. And think about Rosa, Darroth, the twins, and all the other friends you have made as well.”
She finally nodded eagerly after gnawing the hard corner off another biscuit. “You’re right. Who cares what they think, I have friends now. Besides, if they try and be mean to me, I can just blast them!”
By this time, the camp was stirring and it wasn’t good. Many of the younger students looked like they were in shock or were weeping quietly into their blankets. The older wizards were attempting to rally their spirits, but when you wake up homeless, hungry, and lying in the cold dirt of a mountainside, it isn’t easy. Some of the guards were breaking branches and sawing firewood so that food could be cooked, while others farther down the mountainside worked on digging graves.
We mounted up, the white stallion holding steady as a ship-of-the-line as I settled my weight on him. Maya already had the reins of the mare in hand and both horses seemed to be eager to get out of camp. Nia grabbed a few more crackers and tucked them under her arms before flying up to her usual perch on my armored shoulder. I didn’t bother to tell her that I had filled some of the saddlebags with extra food, water, and spare bolts for Maya’s crossbow when I brought the warhorses around. If I had thought about it, the saddlebag on the left side bulged conspicuously, but it didn’t register at the time. I wanted to be on the trail as well; the heavy weight of Alera’s words on my shoulders.
I intentionally left my helmet clipped to my belt but carried my war hammer in its sling across my back and, of course, my tower shield was cinched to the side of the saddle. Maya was in her full set, including helmet, and for the time being, Winya must have been absorbed into her wrist armor. As we passed some of the guards and a few others at the outskirts of camp, we could hear murmurs and questions already circulating about where we were going . Some people thought we were leaving them and going out on our own, but most of the seasoned veterans took stock of how lightly packed we were and decided we were on a scouting mission. I found that a positive sign as we were going to need the good will of the guards if we were going to make to Sky Raven.
Finding a thread-thin game trail, we headed down the mountain with Maya in the lead. The trail wasn’t as bad as it looked from above, and I was pretty confident that even the donkey carts could negotiate it without problem. Weeds and tall grasses moved lazily alongside the path and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. If the situation wasn’t so grim, it would have been a perfect day for a picnic with your sweetheart! The farther away from camp we travelled, the more road-like the path became, and soon I moved up beside Maya so we could travel abreast of each other. I glanced appreciatively over at the sleek armored form riding next to me. She hadn’t said a word since we passed the graves, and I could tell the losses weighed on her mind. But finally, she seemed to mentally put her pain on a shelf, and I felt a nudge from Winya to lighten the mood.
“My Lady, it wounds me that I am not allowed to see your fair countenance this fine morning!”
She snickered softly and changed the subject. “I never did get a chance to thank you properly for this beautiful armor you made for me.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you and Winya about it; is everything fitting and working right?” Instead of giving me a verbal response, her image faded from view. I could see right through her as she was riding on her horse, but her camouflage wasn’t quite perfect. You could still easily make out her outline on a sunny day like today. But I’m sure if it was night or if we were indoors, you wouldn’t be able to see her at all.
I nodded, grinning like an idiot, I’m sure. Winya has grown so much in her new form and finally seems to be enjoying her life again, and Maya is just as wonderful. Some people would become cocky or arrogant with the power that she has with Winya and now the armor, but it seems that she has simply grown more confident and decisive.
“You have no idea how proud I am of both of you. The two of you have become greater friends than I could have ever hoped,” I said.
Maya reappeared. “As a child, I was always kind of a loner. That awkward, strange child who everyone wished lived somewhere else, even if she was the chieftain’s daughter. Waking up the entire village screaming in the middle of the night didn’t help. Most of the villagers avoided me like I was a demon child. As soon as I was old enough, it was just easier to stay in the forest and train. I remember Father would try and get me to follow along when he visited the village up the river. He said there were people my own age there and a boy that would be my friend. There was no one my age in our home village, but it was just as well; I was always afraid to make friends.” She paused and absently rubbed the spot on her armor where Winya resides.
“It seemed that every time I grew friendly with someone, the next nightmare that came along would feature their animated, twisted, sickening bodies in the first wave of attackers trying to kill me. It was just safer to convince myself that I didn’t need people at all. Winya is my first real friend.” She tilted her head and added in a lower voice that I could feel deep in my chest. “Well, second real friend, but I believe you permanently fell out of the merely friend status when you kissed me at the First Day dance. Anyway, Winya and I are for sure friends, even if we do make an odd match.”
“Odd? Really? You count our relationship as only odd? I would say that a pairing like ours is unique in all the stories of man or elf!”
We all laughed and Maya went back to talking about the armor. “I still can’t get over how perfect it all is. Nia, you’re a design genius. In the battle, I purposely took a few hits to see what would happen, and I didn’t even feel the impact. And speaking of feelings, that’s the other thing; I’ve never been able to stay comfortable in armor this long without getting hot or chaffing. The leather under-padding is just as wonderful as the main suit.”
I nodded. “And it keeps you warm when it’s cold out, too.”
“And to address your earlier statement about my countenance, there is another fantastic feature of this armor - the helmet. Not only does it not bend my ears all up, it seems to somehow channel sounds to me more efficiently so I can hear better when I’m wearing it - a very useful thing on a recon mission.” Maya sighed slightly and her voice became wistful. “My parents will be awestruck when I tell them about this armor, but I think they might actually die from shock when I show them Winya and, of course, introduce them to my betrothed.” Her head swiveled and I knew she was shooting me a sly grin under the helm - my mage sight helps a lot, too. “Of course, the whole human thing may drive them into an insane killing rage, but don’t worry, I’m sure they will warm to the idea eventually.”
I took a deep sober breath, that thought was actually something I have been concerned about for some time. My friends back in Foalshead always told me that meeting your girl’s father for the first time was always a trial.
“What’s the matter, Magic Boy?” she taunted impishly. “Getting cold feet already?”
“Definitely not!”
I heard a pair of soft sighs and a chittering noise that sounded remarkably like a bucktoothed giggle from behind me, and I twisted around in time to see a pair of small rodent-like heads dive back into the saddlebag I had personally packed before leaving. There was a fine line of cracker crumbs trailing down the flank of my horse as well.
Maya saw them too and stared, and then looked back at me. “Um, did you see that?”
Nia, in full bodyguard mode, took off from her perch on my shoulder and buzzed down to take a look. She lifted the saddlebag flap and stuck her body halfway inside, making some chittering noises of her own, then pulled back and flew up to my face.
“Mister Alex, you have stowaways…actually, stowaways with horribly cheesy accents. I would barely even call that decent rodent-ese!”
I gaped and leaned back to peer at the saddlebag. “How did rats get in my pack?”
“Not rats,” Nia snorted, “faux chipmunks.”
“Ahuh…alright, Lin and Jules, get out here now!” The saddlebag flap bounced up and two small brown chipmunks with stripes down their backs and cute white feet crawled out and perched themselves on the back of the saddle. The miscreants sat there washing their faces nervously with their paws, their whiskers moving constantly. My stallion stopped dead in his tracks and bent his huge head around and gave us all a look of equine disgust {Really?}. Then he turned back with an annoyed shake of his head and resumed his forward progress.
Maya patted the side of her mare’s neck reassuringly, then glanced at the two druid girls and whispered to me, “I didn’t know they could do that!”
“Yeah, Hons told me he was going to lift their training restrictions on animal shapes. Hopefully, they get good enough at it to be useful or can at least escape if they get trapped by the enemy. But I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean for them to go without permission on a possibly dangerous patrol. I sense extra chores in their futures.”
Nia spoke up hopefully, “I guess we need to turn around and take them back then.”
“No, I don’t think that’s necessary, I’m not expecting trouble. The pixie king must like me, he sent you to me after all!” 
Nia beamed and perked up. 
“Besides the edge of the forest is right in front of us…so Nia, what’s the plan?”
She looked like we were asking her to jump into a pit with hungry wolves wearing a large amount of bloody meat wrapped around her. “I don’t know, the best plan I could come up with on the way down was to have Maya take off her helmet and hope they are mesmerized by her awesome beauty.”
Somehow I didn’t think that would work, then again it would probably work on me. “Well then, I guess we just go right in and see what happens.”
Maya nodded in agreement as we transitioned from bright sunlight to moist, humid forest gloom. The trail was still good, other than being largely obscured by decades of leaf litter and fallen branches. Enough light filtered through the scintillating movement of leaves to illuminate the tree line a dozen feet on either side of the road. I took a deep breath; it smelled like forest to me. Maya, however, jerked strangely and made a “hssst” sound before suddenly fading from view, her armor going transparent. It barely registered that she had slipped off the mare and was gone. Not a twig snapped or a blade of grass moved to mark her departure.
I pulled up the stallion, slid out of the saddle and hurriedly un-dogged my shield from its tethers. Looking at the two confused chipmunks, I whispered, “Back in the pack, you two, and stay there! I’m not sure what alarmed Maya, but it shouldn’t be anything we can’t handle. The big guy here will protect you, but if he goes down for any reason, Lin, you and Jules turn into small birds or something and get back to camp. Don’t even think about trying to fight.”
They obediently returned to the saddlebag as I removed my helm from the belt clip and looked at a confused Nia. “Better armor up, girl - something doesn’t feel right here.”
She nodded mutely from her perch, and I heard her mutter the activation words “Combat Pixie” under her breath. Instantly, she was enveloped in a silvery outfit of pixie-sized plate with her two swords in a crossed pattern sticking out above her shoulders. Her helm, patterned after Maya’s, completed the look. But unlike my dark elf, Nia usually kept her faceplate locked open so it didn’t cover her face.
I quickly tied the reins of both horses back so they wouldn’t get tangled in the brush, effectively giving them their heads to act independently. Shield in hand and war hammer out, I walked cautiously in the direction we were travelling, warhorses following alertly behind. The forest under the canopy was almost totally silent; no bugs, birds, squirrels, or anything else moved. It was like the world was holding its breath.
“Mister Alex, this isn’t right,” Nia intoned quietly. “We should have been challenged by now, and this quiet is downright spooky. Do you want me to fly ahead and see what’s going on?”
“No, Nia, Maya is scouting it out. Let’s give her time to do what she likes best, but you keep a sharp eye out to the sides and rear, and I will continue on point. How far to the pixie village?”
“It’s not really like a human village with streets and houses. It’s just a stand of comfortable old fir trees that we persuaded the woodpeckers and owls to cut some cozy holes in high up near the tops. It’s been used for generations by my people, the R’dontha.”
“Alex, Maya is approaching the place that you and Nia are discussing. It appears to be in some disarray but abandoned recently. The feeling of wrongness about this area is very strong. She sends you warm feelings but wants you to proceed with extreme caution.”
“Thank you, Winya,” I said, as we continued. A couple hundred yards further down the road, Nia tapped the side of my helmet and pointed off the trail.
“That way to the pixie roost.”
“Alex, Maya has climbed to the top of a large tree to get a better look around. There appear to be some carrion birds circling an area to the west of the pixie homes. Please ask Nia if there is a second encampment in that direction.”
I relayed that information to Nia and she shook her head. “No, there is only one camp; the only thing to the west is the Mother Tree.”
“What’s the Mother Tree?” I asked, sensing that Winya was listening in and would pass the information on to Maya if it was important.
Nia’s complexion darkened in some embarrassment. “It’s not something we generally broadcast to outsiders, but I guess you guys are my family.” She shook her head and sighed, then launched into an explanation. “I know we look like small humans, but we’re not even mammals, so we don’t exactly procreate like you, either. It’s more of a pollination process. Male pixies visit the Mother Tree in the spring, and females visit the tree in the fall. The tree acts as a repository of their essence and it decides what “pollen” the female receives based on the needs of the tribe…it is a very old and wise tree!”
“So you don’t really know who your father is?” I queried in surprise.
“No, no pixie does, but males and females still form family units to care for the young, at least that’s how it usually works,” she sniffed sadly.
…………………………………………………….
Maya
I dropped silently out of the tree. Dark elves know spooky dark woods; hell, we seek them out as places to build our homes. The darker and more foreboding, the better! But I had to admit that this place was starting to get on my nerves. There weren’t any animals above insect level to be found anywhere, not even sparrows or rodents.
Cautiously, I headed in the direction of the only clue I had, the buzzards that I had spotted in the distance to the west. Generally speaking, carrion birds are a very bad sign; they usually don’t like forests. Because of their large wingspans, the trees growing so close together impede their ability to take off and land quickly. So for them to hazard a dense forest landing, there had to be a big food reward at stake and not just a single deer carcass would do, either.
Winya was on full alert on my wrist, ready to change into either sword or crossbow if required. I could also feel that she had taken over some aspects of the suit’s operation, carefully monitoring the enchantments that Alex had placed on the boots to ensure that when I put a foot down, the heavy weight of the armor was precisely countered by a matching lift pressure. This way, I left no mark on even the softest of moss patches. Habits like stepping across and over rocks and deadfall instead of walking on them were trained into me since I took my first steps. Equally important was testing each step carefully before fully transferring weight onto the lead foot, being mindful of the wind direction, and taking the time to periodically stop and scan in all directions for trouble. These are skills dark elves learn quickly or don’t survive, but few humans ever fully master. As much as I adore Alex for all the right reasons, he is still a clueless human in the deep woods, and I could clearly hear him approaching the pixie camp several hundred yards to the east - I’m pretty sure the warhorses are quieter than he is!
Crouching to break up my outline, I parted some branches and smelled cooked flesh, and not Alex’s voskk roast kind of good smell, either. A few steps out of my way took me to the body of a striped polecat, dead, half its body charred beyond recognition. From the marks in the leaf litter, it had dragged itself this far before succumbing to shock and died, and it had come from the direction I was headed. From what Winya had learned from Nia and Alex, there should be something called a “Mother Tree” nearby, but with all the hanging moss and dense low level branches, I probably couldn’t have seen it if it were more than twenty feet ahead of me. Moving ahead, I recognized signs of a clearing ahead, basically just a lessening of the gloom in that direction. As I approached the end of the trees, what little breeze that was apparent shifted and the smell of smoke and death hit hard. Stifling a gag, I parted the last of the branches and focused on what I saw. “By the Gods, no!”
………………………………………………..
Alex
The village was exactly as Maya had reported - empty. Nia flew up into the birdhouse rooms in the trees and came back confused, saying there was a lot of personal items and good food that would never have been left behind by any self-respecting pixie.
“Alex, you need to come right away…it’s bad!”
“Winya, is Maya in danger?” I asked worriedly and got mentally prepared to rush into battle.
“Nothing immediate…everything’s dead here.” Even Winya’s normally crisp military-like mental voice faltered for a second. “Better keep a grip on Nia.”
It took me a good five minutes, even with my enhanced speed and strength, to forge through all the marshy grass, deadfalls and overhangs bound tightly in parasitic moss, to reach the clearing which Winya had mentally directed me to. The scene looked like the description of one of Maya’s nightmares of horror, just no undead. The clearing itself was large, probably 200 paces in all directions. The middle was dominated by what had been a gargantuan willow-like tree, but now the branches smoldered lifelessly on the ground. The main trunk had been snapped off at about the twenty-foot mark, leaving a sharp, splintered mess on the top with piles of charred or smoking bark lying in disturbed piles around the base. It looked like something big had trampled its way around the base several times turning the burnt foliage to ash and leaving huge ragged gashes in the soil.
Nia gasped and made a high pitched keening sound that went straight to the heart. Taking to the air, she darted back and forth, changing viewpoints as if she couldn’t wrap her head around what she was seeing. Radiating out in all directions from the tree were lumps of blackened fur, skin and feathers; the stench was incredible. It appeared every animal in the forest bigger than a rabbit had fought and died at this spot.
Maya rushed up to me, now fully visible. I could hear her fighting back emotions within her helmet and her shoulders sagged with despair.
“Alex, I’ve never seen anything like this…they were all so brave!”
“What happened?”
She stepped back, gesturing to the smoking battlefield as if it was self explanatory and needed no further comment. Perhaps in her military mindset the scene played out in real time as if she were watching it as a horrified spectator. Finally, she spoke in a hushed awestruck voice.
“Wave after wave, they charged. They had to know it was hopeless, but still they threw themselves into the battle. Valiantly, they charged, the forest animals, the sylphs, and the nymphs, with the pixies in the air…and valiantly, they all died!”
I reached out and enfolded her in my arms, her helmet dropping to the ground at our feet.
“Alex, the pixies defended this tree and most of the creatures of this forest followed them into a suicidal battle. The little ones put it all on the line, for what I don’t know; we may never know. It appears they all lay dead at our feet. Amazing bravery and sacrifice against insurmountable odds, even I have never seen the like.”
Nia weakly buzzed back, speechless in shock and pain, and tried to land on my shoulder but missed in the attempt twice and nearly fell to the ground. Maya tossed off her gauntlets reached for her tenderly, cradling her in her arms.
“Nia, I…” I started.
Maya shot me a warning look and proceeded to take the shattered pixie off to the side of the clearing and just held her until the tears would come no more. I backed up a little. The closer one got to the tree, the harder it became to avoid stepping on a charred body. There must have been thousands of them; it was mind numbing.
About this time, I looked over and both horses had made their appearance. I never heard them enter the glade; they were just there, as were two now human green-robed druid girls who dropped to their knees in abject dismay at the scene. I knew how poignantly the scene was affecting me, but it was hard to imagine what it probably did to a druid who felt every breath, every heartbeat of the forest. Finally, tears streaming, Julia got up and ran over to throw herself into my arms for comfort.
“Alex, why?”
“I don’t know, Jules. I’m not even sure what could do this.”
Lin walked up quietly, carrying something she picked up off the ground. “Pretty sure I know, big brother,” she said grimly, holding up what looked like a flat, dull red shard of pottery the size of an outstretched human hand.
“It was a dragon! A big red one!” Maya spat out angrily, having come up beside me, still cradling Nia. 
Lin nodded. “This scale looks just like something we would find on the twins’ dorsal hides, other than the color, of course. And the fact that it’s three times the size of any scale they currently have. One problem though, the footprints that I can see all around the tree look like some form of big cat rather than a dragon.” She opened her sketchbook and rifled through it, finally coming up with a dragon-foot sketch, for which she had probably used Dawn as a model. “See here, three toes and a sickle hind claw that doesn’t really make an impression when they are walking. The prints at the base of the tree are more like this.” She flipped through the sketchpad until she came upon another print with an obvious pad and four clawed toes. “This is the print of a civet wildcat that we discovered on one of our nature hikes. Of course, the prints here are way bigger, bigger than a lion or any other cat I’ve ever heard of.”
Maya looked confused. “Most of the biggest cats in this area aren’t much larger than a human, pound for pound. Woodland cats are hunters and ambush predators; there’s no reason for them to get very large.” She carefully stalked over to the area indicated by Lin, still carrying Nia. “These are giant footprints.” Maya deactivated the enchantment in her boots and took tentative steps in the torn up soil, judging the weight of the creature against her own, and shook her head. “Whatever cat made these tracks weighed as much as a hill giant or more and that’s pretty impossible.”
Lin grabbed Julia’s hand. “C’mon, Jules, let’s see if there are any survivors in the underbrush we can help.”
As they left, Nia, still dazed, finally spoke up. “My people are dead, my race is dead. Without the Mother Tree, we are no more…I am the last. Mister Alex, they hated me, but I never wanted anything like this to happen.” Turning away from us all, she burrowed deeper into Maya’s embrace.
A short distance away, I saw Julia freeze up as if clearing her mind of the horror. After making a fumbling motion with her hands, she stretched her right hand out pointing and called out, “Alex, over there is a section of hollow log. There’s something alive inside, but just barely.” Finding the log she indicated, I gently removed the remains of a red fox that had died covering the log’s open end. When I tipped it forward, a startled looking, badly burned toad slid out which Lin deftly snatched up and took away. I was about to lower the log back down into the ash, when I heard a whimper and a small hand appeared, pulling itself out of the mouth of the log,. Then a pixie head appeared, a male. I tossed my own gauntlets to the ground and reaching in, retrieved his small self out of the wood. It wasn’t good, the entire bottom half of his torso and wings were completely charred. Quickly, I rushed him over to the horses where I grabbed a clean cloth and some water out of the side bags. Placing him on the scrap of cloth, I leaned him against the pommel using it as a backrest and gave him a sip of water.
“Jules, Nia, get over here!“ Julia sprinted over and Nia buzzed erratically. “Jules, can you heal him?”
She looked stricken as she brushed her brown curls behind her ears and shook her head, answering sadly. “No, our skills only extend to natural creatures; pixies are magical beings. Alera might be able to do something with her talents, but…” Her answer and expression told me that he wasn’t going to survive long enough to make it back to Alera.
Having downed some water, the pixie waved away any further talk of moving him. He just seemed grateful that someone had found him before he died. Nia flew in and settled down beside him and shakily took his hand. Finally, his eyes seemed to focus and then they grew wide. I offered him another sip of water. and he weakly spoke to Nia.
“Neafauliateenix, you honor us with your return.” He smiled warmly through the pain. “Hopefully, this isn’t the delusional dream of a dying pixie.”
“I am here, Elder,” Nia whispered. “What did this? A Dragon?”
He shook his head and whispered raggedly, “A strange beast. It attacked for no reason, but we gave him a fight he won’t soon forget!” He coughed roughly, gasping for air and then determinedly shook it off and patted Nia’s hand. “Young lady, we - meaning the whole tribe - have followed your exploits at Xarparion and your triumph in the Wizards’ Tournament with a scrying pool. You have made us all proud to be R’dontha again. The entire clan is so very sorry for the way we treated you. We were stupid and ignorant and very, very foolish. The King was in the process of drafting a letter to invite you and your human companions to visit us so we could hold a feast in your honor…I guess that’s not going to happen now.”
What few tears Nia had left were pouring out now. “But why? Why did you sacrifice yourselves, when you could have run away? It’s not normal for pixies to stand and fight. What caused this madness?”
He wheezed and his whole body was racked with small spasms, but his face remained strangely serene, and he smiled and said simply, “You…without the Mother Tree to nurture our race, we were doomed anyway. We learned of the great odds you overcame to become the “Combat Pixie”. Your bravery and the love of your friends, inspired us all. If Neafauliateenix could accomplish so much when life handed her so little, how could an entire village run away in cowardice and allow our Mother Tree to perish? The world will someday know that the R’dontha were a proud people who stood for something in the end, and you are the best of us. You must pass this tale on to the next generation…your children.”
Nia’s mouth dropped open. “My children? What children, Elder, the Mother Tree is no more? What are you talking about?”
He chuckled and winced as he stretched a desiccated hand into his short coat and withdrew an orange-colored, inch-long, dry bean shape which he held up proudly in front of his face. “Seed pod,” he grinned triumphantly, before a coughing fit overtook him. Handing it over like it was the most precious of gems, he looked at Nia and whispered, “One last request…bury me under the old tree.” Nia started to protest, but he shook it off. “You know what you need to do, Neafauliateenix. Do it well and remember, at the end when it counted, we were all proud of you.” Another fit seized him, and at that point, my mage sight showed his little heart gave up for good.
Julia looked at each of us with tears in her big blue eyes and shook her head sadly, saying, “Now I’ve been blessed to know two brave pixies in my life.” She paused and then asked a question, “Nia…as a druid, I have to ask, why the animals?”
Nia didn’t answer for a long time, lost in her own thoughts; but finally she remembered the question and answered haltingly, “Another name for our people is ‘small spirit of the forest’, a pixie clan in residence basically ‘owns’ its forest. It draws its magical power from the forest. When the pixies are in mortal danger, the forest tries to defend us as well. It’s not something we can control, but I’ve never seen or heard of anything like this.”
 



Chapter 3
The trip back up the mountain was easier than the descent, but a lot quieter and more introspective. Before we left, Jules summoned Reginaldo and asked him to have the ground receive all the charred bodies of the defenders in the clearing so they wouldn’t be dishonored by scavengers, and the pixie elder was given a special place under the dead roots of the great tree. Lin worked at turning the tree’s stump from wood to stone to act as a stark memorial to those who died. Maya had tested out her armor even more by doing a running scout of the remainder of the trail through the pixie forest. Coming back, she indicated it was safe enough for the main party to pass through. 
Nia just sat disconsolately on a branch. There were some tears off and on, but soon there wasn’t even any more of those. Every attempt I made to try and comfort her was politely rebuffed. Maya, who seemed more in touch with Nia’s feelings, told me to give her space.
As we were getting ready to leave the glade, Nia cleared her throat and activated her amplification spell. It still wasn’t very loud, but I doubt we could have heard her real voice in the shape she was in. 
“Thank you for everything you’ve done, please…when we rejoin the others, do not mention this. There is enough heartache in the camp already, we do not need to add more. I will see that the memory of my people does not die.”
I could see the little bit of strength she had left leave her at that point as we all nodded and began packing up.
Riding back, Lin and Julia rode behind me on the stallion in their human forms. I could tell from what I heard of their limited conversation that both of them had grown up a bit as a result of what they had seen today.
Instead of riding in her usual place on my shoulder, Nia choose to travel with Maya all the way back, with the mare lagging several lengths behind us most of the journey. The two of them talked in elvish, using low even-sounding tones, but I could still tell the occasional tear dropped from both of them. As time goes by, it occurs to me that Nia seems to see Maya more and more as a mother figure, and I guess at times like these, Nia just needed her mom…I can relate.
Before we even topped the last rise to the encampment, we could already hear shouting, and it didn’t sound like a party. Almost all of the servants and wizards were yelling at each other; even some of the guards were involved in the verbal free-for-all.
I looked at Maya and Nia, but they were both shaking their heads in utter disappointment. Maya reset the helm on her armor. Sighing, we rode up to where Rosa and the captain were trying to regain some form of control of the situation, but no one seemed to be listening.
Rosa spotted us almost instantly; then again, how could she miss us? She waved us over as we dismounted. “Thank the stars you two came back!”
Still confused, Maya looked at me and then back at Rosa. “Why wouldn’t we?”
Panicked, my master brushed off the question and pushed us toward the crowd. “Never mind that, you have to help me get them under control! Please, I have no idea how to be a leader!”
Maya had one of her famous gleams in the eyes; she was all over this one. She calmly walked over to a flat, elevated rock shelf and easily jumped on top of it, giving her a commanding view of the crowd. She stood silently for a bit, even shushing me when I was going to say something. After well over a minute, she finally answered my unasked question.
“I was listening to them in hopes of finding out what all this is about. It seems there are two major arguments going on at the same time with overlapping opinions. About half want to try and retake the school while the others say we need help. I even hear a few saying they just want to go home to their parents and never deal with magic again. The other discussion is about who should be in charge. The older students want one of them to lead, and the younger ones want the enchanters in charge. It’s really a giant mess!”
I sighed. “We haven’t even moved yet and we have dissention in the ranks, can this day get any worse?”
She laughed grimly at that. “Don’t worry, I like a challenge!” She stepped forward, cupped her hands over her helmet were her mouth would be and shouted the loudest call to attention I have ever heard. My ears were ringing after that, but it also worked perfectly because everyone’s attention was on her now.
“Listen up people! My name is Maya; I am the weapons trainer attached to the Enchanters Hall. As you all know, the academy has fallen.” Murmurs and cries rang out from the crowd. “Regrettably, we were forced to leave many of your fellow wizards behind, but those of you who are demanding that we charge back through the portal and retake the academy, I ask that you to look around! We’re barely over 250 in numbers and you want to fight a force of over 20,000? Grow up! Just because you’re wizards doesn’t mean you’re invincible; the friends you have already lost should be proof of that.”
Most of the servants and younger wizards were crying; most of the older students seemed to understand her point, but the guards looked like they just wanted to kill something. She always was one for tough love, but after a short pause for dramatic effect she continued, “But just because we lost this round doesn’t mean we can just give up and go home. There are still two towers of students trapped in Xarparion.”
A small blonde girl in a water wizard’s robe stepped forward. “If we can’t attack them, then how are we going to save my sister?”
“First things first - we are going to find a safe haven where we can regroup, tend to our wounded, and form a plan. There is a suitable fortress only a few days away from here. Thanks to the Earth Tower, the Wind and Water Towers in Xarparion are sealed up and should withstand assault from the undead for the immediate future. They also have enough supplies to hold out for up to a year. That will give us the time we need to formulate a counterstrike. And remember, the enchanters created the original portals; we can create more if needed.”
The group murmured quietly for a bit, but from what I could hear, most of them seemed satisfied enough that they would go along with our plan so far. Then much to my surprise, a familiar figure stepped forward. It was Naton, but he was wearing servant’s clothing. I switched to my mage sight and found four of his goons had also snuck in as servants. He pulled himself up to his full height and leered at Maya.
“And why should we listen to you? Since when did the enchanters take over? Last time I checked, you didn’t have a Headmaster on the counsel, nor do you have the numbers to be the most powerful tower. So just because that crazy old elf is the last master left doesn’t mean anything. Headmasters are chosen by the most powerful wizard, and that would be me!”
Somewhere from the back of the crowd someone piped up, “No, that would be the Combat Pixie!” Naton reddened almost to the color of his missing robes as the crowd chuckled nervously and then got increasingly louder and angrier as Naton’s demands were discussed among them. They might not necessarily like enchanters, but they all hated him. Calmly, Maya proceeded. “Is that all you had to say?”
“No, but first I have a question for you. Are you the one who was with him at the dance?” he said, jerking his arm angrily in my direction.
Everyone was quiet, wondering where he was going with this. “Yes, I am.”
He smiled, but not the good kind. “Then you’re a dark elf traitor! Probably a spy for the evil Duke! Seeing that the rest of the enchanters hall couldn’t not know, that means they too are traitors and the ones who opened the portal and killed our teachers!” All of the students and staff froze with surprise and confusion. Not at the venom Naton was spewing, but because after his first line, all the guards burst out in laughter.
Naton looked around, visibly confused. He obviously felt he had thrown down a card that trumped all others only to meet with derision from mere hired swords. He ended up trying to glare to death the offending guards, with no results as they continued to laugh at him. In his anger, he readied two fireballs in each hand and looked like he was going to use them on Maya. Almost instantly, Corporal Higs and eight guards with swords drawn had him and his friends surrounded. In fact, the entire remaining contingent of forty guardsmen all drew their weapons and eyed the crowd suspiciously. Naton just looked flabbergasted as the fire wizards were forcibly placed in bindings and held in place by several tough looking warriors.
With Naton no longer a threat, Higs approached the base of the boulder platform and looked up at us. “You may just want to come clean on this one and get it over with, ma’am.”
Maya nodded and removed her helmet with a flourish, clipping it to her belt and facing the crowd for the entire world to see. I saw the beautiful, stunning face of the girl I desperately loved, while they apparently saw the hated face of a lifelong implacable enemy. The reaction was a period of almost complete stony silence, followed by a palatable wave of shock and anger. Thankfully, no one was throwing spells or getting violent yet. Looking into the grim faces of the determined guards may have kept their intentions peaceful, but there was no doubt they were very, very upset. I jumped up onto the rock next to her and looked out over the assembled faces. The few friends I had in the group almost caused me to laugh out loud, but I snuffed that immediately. Lin’s and Julia’s faces were a picture of open-mouthed entrancement. Hons look extremely uncomfortable, and if I had to guess, he was shifting back and forth between anger and wanting to date her. As for Alera, her expression was almost unreadable; she didn’t look mad, more like happiness mixed with realization.
Naton, of course, was fighting his bonds animatedly and screaming out remarks like “See, I told you so!” and “I told you she was evil!” But no one seemed to care; they were too busy shouting at each other, at Naton, and at the guardsmen. Maya took it all very calmly; I can only imagine what Winya was saying to her throughout all this. My dark elf waited patiently for a few minutes for the din to die down, but she never got the chance.
“Enough!” In the confusion, Alera had climbed up and joined Maya and me on the rock shelf. She stomped angrily and slammed her staff end into the stone creating gravel shrapnel that sprayed out into the crowd. “I didn’t just spend the better part of a day healing you people to have you turn around and undo all my hard work!” She glared fiercely at the people in the front rows, and almost like guilty children, they quieted and waited for her to continue. “You all know me, and you all know my friend and protector is a nebulia. We will put this accusation of evil to rest right now!” Instantly, she triggered the summoning spell, and a pinkish light arch formed on the rock face next to her. I recognized it as the same process she had used in the tournament ring. A few seconds later, the bulldog-headed golden nebulia stepped through in full battle armor, with his greatsword strapped across his back. He stopped and scanned the crowd with no expression, then turned to Alera. She spoke a few words in his odd language and nodded toward Maya. With a visible start, he turned his full attention to her, taking her hands gently and looking into her face. Maya smiled warmly at the creature as they stood motionless for a short while. Suddenly, he stepped back and drew his greatsword with practiced precision - it barely made a sound as it cleared leather. A number of people in the crowd drew quick breaths in surprise, and Naton and his group started to smile in vindication.
Instead of attacking, though, the nebulia uttered a very doglike whine and performed an intricate sword salute which finished with him dropping to one knee and reverently placing the greatsword at her feet. He lowered his head and remained there motionless until Maya put a hand on his shoulder, and with a regal nod, beckoned him to stand. Throughout the crowd, there was outright astonishment, as if this couldn’t possibly be right. Alera grasped her companion’s shoulder affectionately as he got to his feet, reset his sword, and took his place by her side. She glared harshly at the prisoners.
“Naton Rad, you will need to look for evil elsewhere this day; perhaps in your own mind and heart would be a good place to start!” Turning to face her nebulia, she smiled and gave him a caress across his doggy ears, and then nodded toward the portal. The great warrior bowed deeply to Maya, and with a respectful nod toward me, walked back through the pink archway, which closed immediately after him with a flash and a slight rush of air. I breathed out a sigh of relief and took a quick peek to see how Maya was holding up. Her countenance was as stone-faced as I have ever seen as she calmly awaited the crowd’s verdict. 
In all of this, I had lost track of Julia and Lin, but now I spotted Lin plowing through the onlookers with two angry-looking twins in tow. Arriving at the rock, she motioned for Dawn and Dusk to lift her up, which they did easily with one hand each, somewhat belying their appearance of young girls.
Lin stood straight and defiant on the rock and faced the crowd, her eyes blazing. “If that wasn’t enough to convince you people, do you even know who her handmaidens are? What, no clue? Well, let me introduce you!” She motioned angrily up into the air, looking to the two Enchanters Hall staffers still on the ground. With an enormous clap of leathery wing thunder, the two white robes slipped to the ground and the two silver dragons leapt into the sky, twisting and turning as legs, tails, scales, teeth and banana-sized claws formed above the crowd, coalescing into two large, mean-looking reptilian forms that hovered just tens of feet above the platform, glaring at the assembly.
Fully half the people, guards included, dropped bonelessly to the ground in awe, even the guards who had seen them fight above the wall at the last battle. But Lin wasn’t finished with her scornful comments.
“These are, of course, silver dragons! Good dragons! Probably the last of their kind in existence, and they have chosen to serve this woman who you have so vilely accused of evil! Perhaps the accusers would like to step forward and argue the point with either one of my friends here!”
I smiled as I watched the mob’s reaction to the twins overhead. During the battle at Xarparion, there wasn’t any free time to take stock, but the two of them looked much more formidable than when we first found them at my foster parents’ home. They looked to have added five or more feet of length and were much fuller in the chest and sides; I’d say their scales were brighter and more sharply defined than before as well. Dawn must have noticed my appraisal as she lowered her long head down to my level, and a shining metallic eye the size of my fist gave me a saucy wink; she’s always the flirt of the two. After a few more moments, where it appeared that the two dragons attempted to individually stare down every member of the crowd, Lin gave them a little wave and spoke softly.
“Thank you Dusk and Dawn - point made!” The twins landed soundlessly behind the rock shelf. Julia had retrieved their enchanters staff robes and hurried around the platform. Shortly thereafter, the twins reappeared fully dressed and attempted to blend back into the group; but strangely, it seemed that people were giving them a wide berth suddenly.
As the bulk of the crowd got back on their feet, Hons quickly stepped forward and, using his stone manipulation abilities, created some steps that attached to the platform. A determined looking Corporal Higs climbed the steps and turning to the watchers, he cleared his throat nervously and made his address. 
“I am just a simple city guardsman, and I can’t match a nebulia or silver dragons for my story, but I have something to add. If Mistress Maya were evil, would she have trained and cared for us guards the way she did? Look around you! Most of the guards who survived were directly trained by her. She has been our weapons instructor for seven years now - with the blessing of our previous Headmaster, I might add. And she trained us well, not only how to use a sword, but to be better soldiers, to plan out and think about what faults in ourselves we need to correct. And most of all, she trained us to watch out for each other like brothers! Without her, I’m positive most of us wouldn’t be here today. Sure, she’s tough! But she’s honest and she cares! If she were evil, would she have joined us on patrols, and on several occasions, saved many of us from trolls and orc attacks? And most importantly, would she have volunteered to direct the defense of the weakest part of our walls, then lead a rescue effort into the most heavily enemy-controlled part of town to save what towers she could? Why don’t you ask yourselves what she personally has done to deserve your hatred instead of just looking skin deep!”
With that, Higs took a deep breath and looked like he was about to run down the stairs, but he turned back to the crowd. “One more thing, the men and I talked it over last night and the way we see it, Xarparion is no more, and we are no longer getting paid by the school. That pretty much makes us mercenaries now, and mercenaries get to decide who they follow.“ He looked apologetically toward the captain. “No offense, sir. You are a fine administrator, but you are no field officer. If our lives are going to be on the line in battle, we will follow Mistress Maya’s orders from this point forward.” The entire guard contingent roared their approval as Higs bounded down the steps, gathering a lot of back slaps and congratulatory whispers in the process. The crowd was again strangely subdued as if processing all this information; individuals looked down at their feet and shook their heads mildly as if trying to sort it all out.
I took the opportunity to reach over and give Maya’s hand a squeeze as I saw the first crack of emotion cross her face - a small tear ran down her cheek, which she wiped away self-consciously. Hons jumped up on the platform and with a wink at us, he whispered, “Please don’t hate me for this, but it will help.” He then turned to the muted crowd and shouted, “So to review what just happened…your choices are to go with Naton and his friends, who slunk out of Xarparion dressed as servants and failed to use their “most powerful wizard” status to defend their tower, their school, or even their fellow human beings against the undead horde. Don’t forget to thank them if you lost friends or loved ones they might have helped save! Oh…and their plan is to storm back into the school and face the enemy head on! Or you can follow the enchanters, who most of us owe our lives to, and who plan to lead us to a nice safe fortress. And one more small item - the enchanters are the ones with the loyalty of the guard force and have all the food and survival gear! Who votes to go with Naton?” Since they were shackled, the fire wizards couldn’t vote, but looking around they were dismayed to see not a single person raise their hand. “Alright, who wants to go with Headmaster Rosa and her enchanters?” This time almost everyone raised their hands, except the guards who didn’t seem to think they needed to. Hons took his time, pretending to look around carefully and count the votes. “It seems we are going on to the fortress!” 
Smiling, Hons took a few steps back and, grabbing a surprised Maya and me by the elbows, urged us forward together. “Who wants to ask Alex and Maya some quick questions? But one at a time please.” Then so only we could hear, whispered, “This is the part I’m sorry for,” before sliding away. Maya and I looked at each other in hopeless confusion as question after question was fired at us. Suddenly, Alera shouted something from behind us and the wizards all formed a line and stood quietly. We looked at her questioningly, but she just shrugged and remarked, “What? Don’t you guys do comment lines?”
“Um, no, there are only two of us,” I said. Alera smiled and pointed at the first person standing in front of us. He was a small guy, almost entirely lost in his Wind Tower robes. But I guess in my armor, even without a helmet, I am much bigger than most of the students.
“So if you have a place to go, then that means you know where we are, right?” he asked in a high nasal voice.
I nodded. “Yes, we do, but unfortunately we are deep in the black portion of the map.” 
His eyes bulged out as the reality of what I said took hold. “Bu…but why didn’t we go through a portal to a undead-free area, instead of here?”
I answered him as calmly as I could, realizing this was probably the one question that everyone would be asking, especially once we were on the trail and things got difficult. “The undead were concentrated heavily on the obvious choices for escape routes. The portals into Anshea, Ocance and Elcance were the first to be surrounded. This was not by accident, if we had tried to force our way through to those portals, we would have lost fifty-percent of you, and possibly still failed. Instead, Headmaster Rosa selected a portal that they would never expect us to run for, but one that she knew she could lock closed to prevent them from following.” 
His expression was hilarious; he was completely petrified out of his mind. “I guess we should get moving then,” he mumbled, stumbling out of line, or perhaps pushed out of the way by the next person in line, a slightly older girl in a earth wizard robe.
“So this place you’re taking us, are there people there? What’s it like?”
Maya answered, probably being fed information by Winya. “Sky Raven Fortress is the strongest fortification in the known world. Four hundred years ago, it held off a siege by 11,000 warriors with only a handful of defenders, and not one of those enemy soldiers made it past her walls. It will be ideal for our purposes. As far as people, our information is that the fortress is unoccupied.”
The girl nodded thoughtfully, and another student, this time a young male healer took her place. “When we get there, are we still going to have to go to class?”
My dark elf chuckled. “I am a simple weapons instructor. That would be a question for your new Headmaster, Rosa from the Enchanters Hall.” That elicited some murmurs of unrest from the crowd. “I will tell you this, I know most of you have not had much in the way of contact with her because she was not the Primus of a full tower. But she is over 700 years old and very wise. I have known her for more than seven years, and I know for a fact that she cares deeply about the school and its students. I might also add that, moving forward, she will have my full support both personally and as military commander, and the rest of the Enchanters Hall as well, some of whom you’ve met today.” She nodded at the twins, Nia and myself.
A older attractive, earth wizard girl with dancing eyes stepped forward, and I heard Lin call out laughingly from the crowd. “Don’t do it, Surys! You’re only going to embarrass yourself!”
She snapped her head around. “Shut up, Lin, you don’t know that!”
“Pretty sure I do!” 
This Surys girl was having none of it, she straightened up, flipped her hair back coquettishly, and displayed her best smile. “So Alex…are you seeing anyone, and would you go out with me?” 
You have no idea how hard it was for me to not laugh in her face for that one, but I knew it would just crush the poor girl, so I didn’t. Maya, however, wasn’t as nice and snickering she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a kiss that made me extremely glad I was encased in heavy armor. She glanced down at the girl below and purred, “That answer your question?”
Surys nodded dejectedly, much to the amusement of the crowd.
A hard-eyed older student in a green robe walked forward. “What do you intend to do with the Fire Tower traitors?”
Wow, that question brought the assembled parties crashing back from what had been a few light moments of humor and camaraderie, all the way back to angry mob status again. People started calling out at random.
“Send them back through the portal!”
“Just slit their throats and be done with it!”
“Feed them to the dragons!”
The crowd, which previously had been distancing themselves from Naton’s group like they were covered in dog poo, now started closing in ominously and pressing in on the burly guards who had the fire wizards collared. The fire boys, themselves, had withdrawn in a silent snit the entire time we were fielding questions. But now, they looked around, and seeing a good measure of hate being directed at them, starting to panic and cast wild-eyed looks around.
I glanced over at Rosa, looking uncomfortable and strange in the black robes of a Headmaster. I knew through our link that she had no real ideas right now but was strongly against the suggestion of feeding them to the dragons. Winya, sensing Rosa’s discomfort with command, started talking directly to her via our thoughts, which allowed me to tune them out and watch the crowd.
Suddenly, one of Naton’s boys, I think his name was Orim, began gibbering and broke free from the guard who had him around the neck. Of course, he was still chained, so he only managed to hop a short distance before falling flat on his face. He levered himself up and began inching his way toward us. The guardsman he had broken free from walked over and dragged him to his feet. 
Looking nearly insane, the fire stooge screamed, “Please no! By the gods, you can’t send us back there! We never wanted things to turn out this way…it was all our Primus’s fault. He was the one who pounded into us day after day that fire wizards were the only true wizards. We were supposed to be the elite and prove our dominance over the lesser magics. He even told us he was moving our tower away from Xarparion to a new school, a much better school, where the Earth, Wind, Water and Healer Towers, and especially the enchanters, would be our slaves as it was meant to be!”
Everyone around them murmured and growled angrily at his words - he really didn’t seem to be helping his case for leniency much. Looking around desperately, he wiped sweaty blond hair from his eyes with a manacled hand and continued, “But he tricked and betrayed us, too. Earlier that morning, he called a mandatory meeting for everyone in the great hall of our tower. We were told to bring our clothes and personal belongings with us because we were leaving Xarparion behind forever to travel to our new, better school. We were to be there at the tenth bell and not be late.” He took a deep shuddering breath. “Um, ever since that pixie incident, the Primus hated all five of us. He gave us the worst of the worst jobs and didn’t care how long it took to finish. We were cleaning the cellar, which was full of rat feces and spitting cockroaches, but mostly hiding out from more scut work when we heard the tenth bell sound. We had lost track of time and we were late. All of us raced up to the main floor only to find out everyone else was already inside the hall, and they had bolted and padlocked the doors. We pounded on them with all our might for them to open up and let us in, but the bastards ignored us; I even heard some giggles on the other side. With nothing else to do, we sat down on the floor and tried to listen through the door. One of us could see through the keyhole, but Naton hogged that. We were in so much trouble! Everything seemed to be going according to plan. The Primus was up on the dais preaching about the wonderful new school, and that in just a few minutes, he would open a portal and everyone would be taken care of like kings. Whoosh! He opened the portal and then we heard it! Screams like you have never imagined in your life. Instead of the portal opening into a new school, ghouls were pouring into the hall by the hundreds, hacking and slashing our friends and teachers to bits. Naton stopped looking, but we could all hear the horrendous tearing of flesh and pieces of people hitting the door…I remember looking down and seeing blood running out from under the door into the hallway.” Orim stopped and sobbed openly. “As long as I live, I will never forget the sound on the other side of that damn door or the slurping of the ghouls feasting on our friends…” He stopped and looked directly up at Maya and me. “Mistress Maya, Sir Alex, they never had a chance, there wasn’t time to get off any spells. It sounded like someone might have gotten off a fire wall, but the ghouls blew right through…in less than a minute, it was over. Right then, we heard a loud crash on the other side of the door and we ran, ran as fast as we could out the door. Throwing off our wizard robes, we ducked into some servants’ quarters and stole these clothes. By the time we got out of there, Central was already under attack and people were running in all directions. I think we were still in shock…or maybe we were just cowards, but we hunched down and blindly followed the servants away from the killing…until we found ourselves here.” He stopped, panting from the exertion of reliving the story, and then just hung his head and cried silently into his sleeve.
A healer boy stood up in the back and, cupping his hands so everyone could hear, he shouted, “After all the acts of sacrifice and heroism we all saw and heard during the fall of the school, you five come here with this story and expect to be put into a position of leadership? You five are a disgrace and I, for one, will never follow any of you!” He blended back into the group, but the crowd’s ire was still up and the cursing and grumbling continued, making it look like bloodshed was imminent. 
While this was going on, Rosa had calmly walked up the stairs and taken a spot near Maya; My master and I had been communicating throughout the fire wizard’s story. Winya had also been taking an active role in the conversation, so I pretty much knew what she was going to say. Rosa motioned for Nia, who darted over and hovered while Rosa whispered something to her. A few seconds later, the new Headmaster’s voice was amplified just like at the tournament.
“Ahem...Thank you, Nia, I appreciate not having to shout. For those of you who don’t know me, I am Headmaster Rosa, formerly the Primus of the Enchanters Hall.” I was pleased and surprised at the fair amount of polite clapping that followed her introduction. “Before I address the issue of the fire wizard students, I have some housekeeping announcements to make, so please bear with an old elf.”
I could already see that the students in the crowd below us were automatically settling in to listen to what the Headmaster was saying, which drastically diffused much of the anger which had been building like a thundercloud. “As Corporal Higs so eloquently pointed out, Xarparion is currently fallen and is a non-entity at the moment; however, most of you are still counted as students and staff of the academy. You still have much to learn and we all have an academy to reclaim. So to provide some normality and structure to our lives that have been so recently sundered, we will retain the school’s structure template that we are all familiar with - Headmaster, tower Primus, journeyman, apprentice, etc. Staff members, of course, are free to leave if they wish, but considering the circumstances, I would highly recommend otherwise.” She stopped for effect and peered calmly down at the group. “Those of you who stay, however, will be expected to perform your old jobs or new jobs assigned to you to the best of your abilities. Back pay will be rendered upon the reoccupation of Xarparion.” 
Rosa smiled brightly, and I heard Winya chuckling softly in my head, apparently feeding the Headmaster information as she went along. “Now I have three brevet promotions to announce. First, Hons is promoted to Primus of the Earth Tower. Second, Alera is promoted to Primus of the Healer’s Tower; and third, Corporal Higs is promoted to Captain of the Guard. Captain Jarsin will be heading up the administration of our new civilian contingent and supplies, and will act as liaison to make sure things are functioning efficiently between all three groups. Additionally, I will be retaining the entire enchanters group as my personal staff; please consider any orders from them as orders from me. The few water and air students that we have with us will be temporarily absorbed into our two main towers and will be under Hons’ and Alera’s supervision.”
“Now, as for the thorny issue of what to do with the Fire Tower students…yes, their actions were reprehensible, even unforgivable! But we are deep in enemy territory, and I am loath to cast aside any firepower that is available. I will give them one last chance to redeem themselves. My decision is as follows: effective immediately the Fire Tower is officially disbanded, with the loss of all rights and privileges that go with it, until such time as Xarparion is reclaimed and a suitable new Primus with ironclad integrity can be found to head it. The five remaining fire students will be split up and remanded to the Earth and Healer Towers’ Primuses, where they will have zero contact with each other.” Rosa stopped and pointed a long arm and finger at the prisoners. “You five have only this one last chance; any rules violations, troublemaking, attacks on other students, cowardice in the face of battle, or disobedience to your new Primuses will result in a summary judgment, which I can assure you, will be harsh. Now, get them out of my sight! Pack up everyone, we move out in the morning!”
I watched the guards reluctantly release the prisoners. Four of them had tears of joy running down their faces. Naton, of course, just wore his habitual ignorant scowl, which promised future problems; he would need to be watched. The crowd dispersed slowly, and Hons and Alera took instantly to their new roles and started barking orders. Captain Jarsin, surprisingly, took his new duties in stride and began organizing the servants, staff, and odd lots of other survivors.
Maya, Rosa, and I finally got down off the rock and headed toward Rosa’s command tent and, hopefully, some beverages as my throat was killing me. Of course, a pair of young girls followed us as well. Julia was watching Maya in rapt awe, and we all stopped to watch as Lin rolled her eyes and reached over to shut Jules gaping mouth for her. “She’s been like this ever since Maya took off her helmet.”
Julia reached up and lightly touched Maya’s silver hair. “You’re so beautiful, Maya. I mean you were beautiful in disguise at the First Day dance, but now you’re just…wow!” Maya blushed slightly, unused to this kind of attention. 
Lin just smiled sardonically and said, “Jules, if you keep this up, I’ll be taking someone else to the next dance.”
Julia’s eyes shot open in alarm. “Lin, you can’t! I promise I’ll stop looking at Maya…but wow!”
Maya and I looked at each other in confusion. “Um, is there something we should know about?” she asked.
This time, both of them looked at us in shock and covered their mouths with their hands. “Um…eh…no, nothing going on here!” And they both slid out of sight in a rush. 
“Well, that was odd.”
We both sighed and opened the flap to Rosa’s tent. We were expecting to see her in there at a table working. Instead, we were looking at the reading room of the Enchanters Hall. Maya looked around the familiar room in wonderment; even I found this to be a bit strange. The only difference was that the furniture was pulled up next to the wall, with the fireplace lit and crackling. And in the middle of the room on cots were five wounded children; judging from their hairstyles, I would say three wizards and two staff. They all looked asleep, and a single young healer boy was tending them solicitously. 
Suddenly, Rosa stuck her head out of a door and waved for us to follow. Through the link we shared, I could feel she was using a door branching off the reading room that was not there before. Opening this door, we were greeted with more unexpected surroundings. Inside was a large rectangular table that looked to have a map of the continent as its surface. Around it were several smaller tables as well as five large bookshelves filled to capacity. Rosa was leaning over the main table reading several scrolls at once.
“Where in the world did all this come from?” asked Maya as she wandered around the room poking through various books and scrolls. “More importantly, how are we here?”
Rosa looked up from her books and papers, smiling at us. “You didn’t think I would just leave my home to be ransacked, did you?”
I know I am getting rather good at all this enchanting magic, but I don’t even have a clue how she did this one. Still smiling smugly, she came over to me. “Impressive, is it not?” Then she glanced at Maya who was across the room now. “This space was actually one of the first rooms I added to the hall about 500 years ago. It’s always been here, I just take away the door when I don’t need it so no one can find it. I store a lot of my important papers here as well as the rare books and scrolls.”
Maya had her hand on her hips and glared sternly at Rosa. “Ok, spill it! What is this place, really?”
Rosa was looking more uncomfortable by the second. “Well…you see, its complicated.” Maya wasn’t going to give an inch. “Fine!” Rosa said, throwing her arms in the air. “The Enchanters Hall was never really a building! Ok, there, are you happy now?”
Not really a building? How does that work? Seeing the looks on our faces, Rosa sighed and continued, “The Hall has no real physical place in our world; it resides in a pocket universe, similar to the workings of a bag of dimensions. With that being said, I can now turn just about any door into the entrance to our Hall, but only one door can be active at any time.”
Maya was clearly surprised. “I’ve been sleeping in a different dimension? What about the windows?”
“Those were just images, that’s why none of the windows would open. And since it has no real mass, I can add things whenever I want, like how I taught you to do it, Alex. Now, Maya, I know what you’re thinking and sadly, that won’t work. There is a limit to the size we can make this place. I can change it all I want, but I can’t make it bigger anymore with all the extra rooms we added. So keeping everyone in here won’t work; besides, living corporeal beings require the Hall to expend energy maintaining stability and it’s finite. Should it fail, the chances of the whole thing collapsing or someone walking out with the wrong head increase.” Maya swore under her breath. “But don’t worry, my girl, there are plenty of tents for the others. It may be slightly cramped, but everyone will have food and shelter for the trip. I have the special medical cases in the reading room as you noticed.”
Noticeably impressed, my dark elf continued to walk around the bookshelves. “So if the building was a fake, then how did you add the stables?”
Rosa smiled, “I had Darroth put those up; he’s rather good with wood as well. I always wanted a stable, so I asked him to put them up the week before but he was just too busy. As it turned out, it worked great in helping pass the Hall off as just enchanted instead of a decoy. Even fooled you, Alex.”
Rosa was obviously very proud of herself and the work she had put into this place. I complemented her heavily through the link so Maya couldn’t hear as she still didn’t seem at ease with things. Rosa just smiled and sent her thanks back to me. “So what’s our next move?” I asked as we gathered around the large table.
Rosa cleared away the papers she was working on. “Ok, here is where we are.” She tapped the map twice and, suddenly, it zoomed into that location. The mountain we were on and the surrounding forest and lake now took up the entire table. Mesmerized, both Maya and I tried tapping the map and it refocused on the area that we tapped each time.
“I sooo have to get me one of these!” Maya grinned as she continued playing with the map.
Rosa laughed at us. “This isn’t even the best part!” She tapped the mountain again and then seemed to pinch the map and pull up. Amazingly, the map moved with her, forming a three dimensional model of the area, complete with trees and flowing water.
Maya was just awestruck. “Ok, now I definitely want one, can I have it for my birthday?”
“I'll see what I can do. But in the meantime, here is where we’re at.” She pointed to a flat area halfway up the mountain. “We need to scale down the mountain and into the forest to find the river here.” She pointed to a dangerous fast-moving river that wound its way through the forest. “We then follow it upstream until we come to the back edge of the forest were we will have what looks like our only major land obstacle.” She zoomed in on that area, and instantly I knew what she meant. We were on the wrong side of the river. “We will need to cross here where the mountains end and the first plateau begins. I know it doesn’t look like the best place to cross, but it is actually the safest place. This is where the water is the slowest, so if someone falls in, the water wizards will have time to get them out safely.”
Maya interjected, “I scouted all the way to the river crossing today, even getting across at that point isn’t going to be easy. But we shouldn’t have any problems up to that section, the forest is a dead zone.”
Rosa looked uncomfortable and I knew she had accessed the day’s events from my mind and was aware of what had happened at the pixie camp. She was also concerned about the prospect of whatever kind of monster that killed the pixies catching our party of wizards out in the open, but she put that concern aside. “As you both know, I’m counting on you two to lead the group. I may be 700 years old, but I am not a real leader. If it hadn’t been for Winya, I’m sure I would have messed up today’s meeting beyond repair; her counsel will be invaluable to us all on this trip. I also need you both to be able to deal with anything that would be in our way, be it troll, undead or dragon.” Maya growled under her breath at the mention of dragons, but Rosa continued, “I would be up at the front with you but the captains both insist that I stay in the middle so the guards can protect me.” She huffed a bit. “Stupid men, the safest place I could be is behind you two.”
“So what do you need us to do now?”
Rosa looked stern. “I need you two to get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be trying for everyone and I need my best people able to function.”
“We can find a tent or just sleep outside in our armor if Alera needs our rooms for more patients,” I suggested.
Rosa snorted, “No, I’m going to be selfish on this one, and you two are staying here tonight. As I said, I want you rested and out front tomorrow. Besides, I don’t want any civilians past the reading room in this place; who knows what would happen if someone wandered down into the workshop!”
“Yeah, they might accidently clean something,” I muttered.
Rosa pulled back her hand like she was going to whack me a good one but then noticed I was still in my armor and thought better of it. 
Maya smiled, “Well, if Alex and I don’t get out of this armor soon and get baths, everyone is going to want us out front - way out front! I have to admit the thought of a good night’s sleep in a real bed has some attraction too; it’s been a long hard day. 
“There might be a little food left in the kitchen if you search,” Rosa commented, and then went back to scrutinizing her papers, dismissing us with a wave.
I dumped my outer armor, made a tray of sandwiches in the kitchen, and brought them up to check on Nia. As I expected, she was sound asleep on her warm pillow, wrapped up in her blanket on the fake window ledge. I knew she needed to eat, but I didn’t want to wake her. Sleep and time would be her friends in getting over the shock and grief of what happened to her people. I left a thick cucumber sandwich, her favorite, near her bed. After a much-needed bath, I came back to the room and found a clean, gorgeous dark elf sitting cross-legged on my bed devouring all the remaining sandwiches.
“Wow, it didn’t take you long to find those,” I quipped.
“I just didn’t want you to feel guilty about having good food to eat while everyone else outside is eating iron rations.” Maya smacked her lips, wiping some errant cream cheese from the corner of her mouth.
“Oh, and I suppose you have no such qualms?” 
“Nope, I figure I earned it after the kind of day I had today.”
“Hmm, and might I inquire where your eminently entitled self plans on sleeping tonight?”
“Sleeping only, and right here,” she said, patting the bed with a yawn. “It’s gonna be another long day tomorrow, and I don’t need any bad dreams to spoil things. Besides, Nia might need me in the middle of the night.”
And with that, I resignedly crawled under the covers with her and took a deep appreciative whiff of her hair. Is it really possible to feel like the luckiest man alive and the most deprived at the same time?
 



Chapter 4
As the sun just started peeking up over the horizon, it found us back in armor and heading out the tent flap with Nia in tow. I noticed the cucumber sandwich was conspicuously absent from the plate I had left next to her bed the night before, but she said nothing about the sleeping arrangements, so neither did I. As soon as we stepped outside, two servants immediately started taking down the tent, undoubtedly not knowing what it really was. Rosa told us to mount up and take the lead so everyone knew where to start the lines. Much to my genuine surprise, it looked like just about everyone was packed up and ready to move. Alera and Hons started lining up wizards directly behind us in two rows. The boxes of supplies were spit up between the servants and the wizards, with the heavier boxes loaded on the donkey carts already laden with wounded, leaving Maya and I and all the guards free to move without encumbrance.
The twins quickly joined up with us, followed by Lin and Julia, who seemed to be over their first bout of awkwardness from the night before. About twenty minutes later, newly promoted Captain Higs gave the signal that everyone was ready and we could start our trek down the mountain.
The path down was made even easier when Hons and a few other earth wizards used spells to restore the old road and clear away any remaining rubble, leaving behind a rather nice road that was wide enough for any cart. The forest itself was a bit slower going; the closeness of the trees and the uncertain footing through the leaf litter made walking with the boxes a dangerous game and the healer corps had to fix a couple bad ankles along the route. Passing the spot where we would turn off to the pixie village, Nia flew up and paused for a bit, nodding as if to respectfully acknowledge their presence, and then regretfully streaked forward to land with a thud on my shoulder. She seemed better, but I knew the healing process would be a long and tearful one.
Finding the river was easy; you could hear the roaring water from a considerable distance. We took a break when we reached it so everyone could rest up and take a much needed drink from the calmer pools of the river. Before they knew it, it was time to move out again. The early afternoon passed quickly and soon darkness would be falling. But we had one last obstacle in our way, and that was to cross the river. Maya was enjoying herself ranging out far and wide ahead of us in her ghost form, the suit allowing her to run effortlessly for long stretches. This left her mare back with us with nothing to do but follow along so at one of the rest breaks, I picked up several of the youngest mages and put them up on the warhorse. They loved it and she was big enough to hold five of them at once. Doggedly, we followed the path along the river into the afternoon.
Eventually, the party came to a halt with me looking down at our selected crossing point, the river thirty feet below us. Here the river plowed recklessly through wagon-sized rocks, spraying huge gouts of tea-colored water high into the air, some of which landed as high up as our vantage point, but most of it turned to mist and spray long beforehand. Unfortunately, the rocks were sharp and the water too wild to even think about fording the passage here. We would have to come up with something else.
“And this was the safest place to cross?” I mumbled to no one in particular, but I looked back up the line to glare at Rosa. “Any ideas how to cross?” I questioned, turning to the forward elements who were travelling with me.
Dawn sauntered forward in her white Enchanters Hall robes, which I would swear were getting increasingly shorter and revealed more leg as time went by. Her twin sister Dusk didn’t seem to be having any problems with her robes. “It’s easy, just walk,” she said, stepping right off the edge of the embankment and strolling out over the water as if she were on solid ground…but she was at least thirty feet in the air! A few of the guard contingent clapped and wolf whistled loudly at the display as she did a flirty little shimmy and skipped back to the bank where we stood with a effortless smile.
“Quit showing off, sister,” Dusk scolded primly. “You know humans can’t walk on mists and clouds.” 
I chuckled; it’s funny how the human mind works sometimes. The guards all know the twins are actually 35-foot long scary behemoths with razor sharp teeth and claws like scythes. But travelling and working alongside two cute young women, one vivacious, one reserved, had broken down the fear barriers that separated them. There was even talk about the unit taking a stylized silver dragon as their banner mascot when we got somewhere with sewing facilities. The guards now saw them as individuals, not monsters, another reoccurring theme that I needed to think about. In the meantime, the girls seemed to relish the attention and it gave the guards a sense of belonging to the journey. 
Julia perked up with an idea. “Lin and I could turn into large trees and lay across the water like a bridge.”
But Lin was already shaking her head in dismissal. “I’m not having 300 people, two warhorses, and especially six donkeys walk across my face. I’m far too beautiful for that,” she quipped loftily with a huge grin.
As it turned out, Hons and his people just found it easier to build a bridge, easier being a misnomer. There would be nothing easy about this structure and we had scant hours to get it done. The water wizards in the column diverted the heavy water flow to one side, as Reginaldo stacked stone pilings into the river bottom. The earth wizards then floated and assembled a curved rock archway over to the first stone piling, and Rosa rushed forward to strengthen the structure with her enchantments. We all pitched in, except for a small contingent of about twenty guards for security. Earth wizard after earth wizard collapsed in exhaustion only to be replaced by another, even the youngest were pressed into service moving blocks from farther upstream. Apparently, Captain Jarsin had actually worked on several bridge-building projects earlier in his career and his experience was crucial. The healers busied themselves attending to the battle wounded, healed any cuts or bruises that occurred, and took care of those wizards who overextended. Maya and I used our warhorses to snake trees out of the forest to the site for use as planks, and the guards and school staff did the de-limbing and sawing with Darroth’s guidance.
Eventually, a fully-constructed, three piling, 200-foot stone bridge stood before us. We all found it humorous that it was a structure that would probably outlive all of us, constructed solely for the purpose of a five-minute walk across by a single group. It was nearly dark and we raced across and hurriedly set up camp, but the look of satisfaction on the faces of the earth wizards and guards far outweighed the time loss. Maya agreed that if we all were going to make it to the fortress, we had to start working as a unit, and this type of project was well worth it. But, undoubtedly, as a unit we were whipped. Wizards stuffed a few mouthfuls of food into their mouths and just fell into their tents in piles. It was weirdly reminiscent of the day after the fall of Xarparion, just no bloodshed.
By the light of campfires, Maya was running around organizing the next day’s march and setting watches. I was happy to see that she no longer bothered to keep her helmet on in camp, and to the group’s credit, most of the shock and awe had worn off and she was just “Commander Maya” now. She still got her share of admiring glances, though. Finally satisfied, she came back to our room; tonight there was no question about anything but sleep, long blissful sleep.
I think I had just shut my eyes when I was rudely jostled. “Alex! Wake up!” Maya was pulling on my arm; I squinted at her standing alongside the bed in her nightgown and sat up.
“What is it, are we under attack?”
“No, but I have to talk to you, it’s important!”
I groaned; it was nowhere near morning judging by the lack of daylight flowing through the fake window in my room. “Ok, what’s this about?”
“Not here,” she said, glancing over at the sleeping pixie on the window sill. She put a finger over her lovely lips and then transferred the touch to my lips to quiet me. “Come on!”
Letting her take me by the hand, I slid out of bed and followed her downstairs to the main door of the hall which I knew would lead into a tent. “Wait, we’re not dressed and you want me to wander around camp?”
She winked at me and indicated her own sparse attire. “I’m willing to risk it if you are.”
Rolling my eyes and reflecting on the irregularities of loving a half crazy elf, I followed her as I always would. Once outside, I saw the camp as usual, rows of tents and smoldering campfires, the level of the coals showing it must be well past midnight. Maya giggled breathlessly as we picked our way through the “streets and alleys” that were staked and laid out in the clearing. Finally nearing the outside edge, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen a single patrolling guard yet, and except for the occasional soft snoring sound emanating from a tent in passing, it was almost eerily quiet. I stopped short, still hanging on to her hand.
“Where are the guards?”
“Don’t worry, they’re on a break,” she whispered and started off again with me in tow. “Hurry up, Alex!”
Once outside of the remnants of the campfires and into the forest’s edge, it became inky black, and I had to switch to my mage sight in order to avoid the tree roots and stray downed branches that blocked our passage farther into the trees. Oddly, I still kept tripping over things. In twenty minutes or so, we were deep into the jungle-like foliage. 
“So is this some dark elf thing that I don’t know about?” I said, trying to figure out what was going on.
“Yes, that’s right…it’s a dark elf thing,” she laughed and spun in a circle. Catching my hand again after one revolution, her thin nightgown billowing out lazily, she continued to pull me farther toward whatever unknown destination she had in mind. Finally, we climbed through into a small clearing, my mage sight showing our two warhorses, tethered patiently toward the back edge. Already loaded on them were sacks containing our good armor and other camping supplies like tents and food packs. I also spotted the handle of my war hammer sticking out of one of the satchels and my tower shield was lashed to its usual spot on one side of the stallion.
“What’s all this?” I asked, rubbing my arms a bit. It was rather chilly out and I was only in my underwear after all.
Maya wrapped her arms around me and engaged me in a long sensual kiss that raised my temperature considerably. Breaking off, she put her arms around my neck and began to explain. “Alex, darling, I’ve decided that I’m tired of being a puppet on a string. We need to get away from all this, just the two of us. We can head into the amber forests of Ayerhs and live out our lives as free people without having to follow any silly prophecies or chase all over the world being followed by undead. This is our chance to just be us!”
My mind was reeling. “Huh? But what about Rosa and Nia and all our friends? We just can’t abandon them! And don’t we still need permission from your father to court and marry?” The big stallion raised his head over the back of his sister and nickered, bobbing his head up and down.
Maya scowled at the horse and ordered, “Quiet you!” She reached up and, using one long finger, drew a scintillating line down the side of my face and ended it in the middle of my chest provocatively. She then drew me closer to her and her breath mingled with mine. “Our friends will be just fine once they reach Sky Raven; it’s only a day away. Rosa can restart the school there, Nia can help her and everyone will be fine for a very long time.” Then she reached up and pulled my face down to hers and her lips brushed mine. “And as far as my father’s opinion, ha! I need no antiquated social convention to tell me when and with whom to mate!” She lowered her eyes shyly, and I nearly melted as she whispered, “And I’m willing to prove it to you tonight if that’s what you desire.”
The back of my neck grew hot. I started gulping what smelled like sea air, and I’m pretty sure I was seeing spots by the time my concentration returned enough to object. “My parents…”
“Your parents left you on the day you were born, you owe them nothing,” she spat scornfully and then mellowed and pulled me down for a long passionate kiss, her hands roaming under my thin shirt. “I am going tonight, Magic Boy, don’t make me leave without you.”
Intoxicated as I was, I still couldn’t wrap my slow mind around what was happening. In desperation, I reached out to my best creation, “Winya, what’s wrong with Maya, she’s not herself?” Weird, no answer, Winya always answers. It’s not like she sleeps or has something better to do.
By this time, Maya had pulled me down closer to her and was nuzzling my neck and breathing nonsense words into my ear. Unable to handle that much longer without losing control, I grabbed her and brought her mouth in line with mine, the tips of our tongues exploring at will.
“That’s right, Alex, show me that you love me,” she whispered sensuously, relaxing in my embrace. Once again, I caught a whiff of sea air and a small part of my brain sent an urgent warning to the larger part of my brain that wasn’t listening because Maya was running her lips moistly across my neck.
Suddenly a spike of searing pain lanced through my head, almost like when Rosa is really mad at me for something. A wave of nausea passed through me along with the smell of the ocean that returned for a second, then dissipated. I stared down into the face of a very concerned dark elf.
“Alex, darling, you really need to stop fighting me on this, you’re going to hurt yourself,” Maya whispered. Fighting her? Fight her? I looked up at the horses, and the stallion was bobbing his head up and down vigorously.
Summoning the scraps of willpower I still retained , I made my arms extend and push Maya away from me. Shaking my head to clear it, I demanded, “Who are you?” I looked down at Maya in front of me, and she smiled wickedly and waggled a finger in my face.
“Naughty, naughty Alex! You weren’t supposed to doubt my performance.”
I blinked and the world turned black. When I opened my eyes, I was on the cold ground, still in my underwear, my hands and feet tightly bound with very stout rope.
Maya walked around me confidently, smiled broadly and then squatted down close and ran her fingers through my hair. “You really are a handsome boy, Alex. It truly would be a shame if I had to turn you over to the Lifebane, dead or alive. As you already guessed, I’m not really your elf girlfriend, but I still want to be your friend and possibly more. Let’s start with introductions; you may call me Portia.” She reached down and, grabbing me with one hand around the neck, dragged me through the short grasses to a fallen tree stump and leaned me against it so that I was upright. “That’s better; I do so dislike having my good friends drool aimlessly in the dirt!” She reached down with a lascivious smile and tore a substantial amount of silky cloth from the nightgown she was wearing, which revealed a lot of shapely leg. Noting my reaction with a nod and a knowing smile, she used the cloth to wipe the dirt and grass from my face. “Wow, that one really has her hooks into you doesn’t she? Ah…young love!” she giggled and tossed the rag aside.
“What are you? A succubus?” I managed to croak, glaring at her.
“No, of course not! Demons are nasty! Let’s just say I’m a freelance artist.”
“But you work for the Lifebane?”
“Well, if you call being kidnapped from your home world to drive someone insane, as work.” She smiled and bowed, indicating herself as Maya with a flourish of hands. “But it’s do his bidding or I’ll never get back to my home again…unless I find another ride, that is.” She smiled, “But enough about me. I have an outstanding proposition for you.”
“Wait! You are the one responsible for tormenting Maya for all those years with the undead dreams?” 
“Well, of course! That’s what dream weavers do…well among other things.” She laughed. “And I am very skilled at my work. It’s not easy to mentally animate 10,000 individual undead and force them into someone’s consciousness and still keep it believable. It’s an art form really.” I growled and I’m pretty sure she could see the anger in my eyes. “Oh, don’t be that way. I have to give Maya credit, she’s a tough girl. I’ve worked on her for twenty-five years now, and she’s still mostly sane; a tremendous accomplishment. Of course, I was restrained from killing her outright, and we both know she had some outside help, but still, most impressive! And I guess from looking at you that she’s not damaged enough to pass up a good thing when she sees it.” She smirked, knelt down, and grabbed my chin.
“Now for the exciting proposition! You come with me willingly, and when you come into your full powers, you take both of us off this hellhole and back to a civilized world where we can live like royalty for a very long time. Deal?”
I glared at her. “And I get what, exactly, for leaving my future wife, family, and friends behind?”
“Well, for one, you get to live past the end of this negotiation. Second, as an added limited-time bonus, I will agree to leave your ex-future wife alone. Third, if you are a red-blooded male like I know you are, and here’s the best part, it’s never boring being paired to a dream weaver!”
“I have no idea what you are talking about, lady,” I snarled, straining at my bonds but making no headway. The rope was stout, and even with my enhanced strength, with my hands tied behind my back, I couldn’t get enough leverage to loosen the knots.
Portia shimmered and the fake Maya was replaced with Alera wearing an indecently short version of her normal healer’s robes. She spun around in the short grass and ogled me suggestively, assuming a number of silly poses. The look on my face must have told her something as she looked deflated and whined, “Aw, come on! I can see from your mind that you think she’s beautiful, even if she does have a steel shaft for a spine. The ice queens are always the most fun to thaw!”
“No!”
“Tsk tsk. Ok, how about… “She shimmered again and Alera melted away to be replaced with the silver dragon Dawn, who was wearing a very short version of the shimmering silver dress that she wore on the first day we met. Dawn bent down and ran a cool hand up and down my chest. “You know, everyone thinks reptiles are cold blooded, but this one, whoa! This one is a girl after my own heart!” Again, I rolled my eyes and looked away. “You know what they say, ‘Once you’ve had Drak, you’ll never go back!’” she cackled.
“I said, no!”
“Oh, you’re not as much fun as I would like, something a bit more naughty and sinful, then.” 
Suddenly, there was a nearly naked human-sized Nia fluttering hopefully in front of me!
“Oh, hell no!” I gritted angrily and looked away. “The only woman I’m interested in is Maya. I want no other, and I will accept no other!”
“Ah, now we get to the crux of the matter,” she purred, and Portia reverted back to the image of Maya in her nightgown with a determined look on her face. 
“I want the real one!” 
“Very noble, but hardly very smart. The fact is, I’m better than the real one. You see, young princeling, it’s been my experience that young men of power always desire their ladies when they are at the peak of freshness so to speak. But at some age, certain parts begin to sag perilously, and their bellies are not so flat and luxuriously silky anymore, and at that point, I shine brightest. I will still be preternaturally beautiful a thousand years from now, and I can become anyone your heart desires for as long as you wish.”
“No, you may have Maya’s image, but you will never be her. Nothing will change my love for her.” Suddenly, in a voice that was my own but not of my own volition, I spoke calmly, “There is a chain of destiny forged between Maya and me that will never be broken, and our love will never falter even beyond death.” Where did that come from? Not that I didn’t agree with the sentiment, but they were not my words.
She paused, taken aback by the words I spoke and the tone of my voice. I saw a brief glimmer of fear in her eyes as if in a game, the rules suddenly changed to favoring the player instead of the house. Shaking it off, Portia drew in a quick angry breath and hissed, “Fool! Meaningless words of bravado and daring but containing no thought or intelligence. Disappointing to say the least. I don’t know why, but I expected more of you than that. So you have spoken. Well, at least I will acquire a substantial fee for your handsome head, putting an end to all this prophecy stupidity for my Lord. And since you are so scornful of my affections, perhaps I will continue to visit your pretty young elf after your demise. The sight of your dead bloated face in her dreams every night will most certainly put her over the edge once and for all.”
Portia smiled. Still appearing as Maya wearing the thin, almost translucent nightgown, she did a little pirouette as if to show off her full assets then stopped, facing me. She reached back and drew a sword from a shoulder harness that hadn’t been there a second before and I looked at it with curious detachment. To my eyes, it looked like the sword blank I had created for Maya just prior to her naming it Winya Coia; dull-colored and without the scrollwork, but still razor sharp and fully functional as a sword. She went through a couple minor blade routines which I recognized as Maya’s favorites, and then stopped with the point under my chin. I felt a trickle of something warm track down my chest. Well crap, I guess if I had to die, there were worse ways than being bled out by the image of the woman you love. I sent a last ditch mental plea to a silent Winya to tell the real Maya I loved her and that I was sorry.
Portia drew the point of her blade back a few inches and I could see the muscles in her arms gather for a lethal strike. “Last chance, Magic Boy,” she said. “It’s do or die time!”
“Well, I guess it’s die time then, bitch!” I heard a second melodious, but angry Maya voice sing out from somewhere behind me. At the same moment, a mild snap noise heralded an object that impacted Portia’s sword arm shoulder, driving her back a couple steps before it continued on through the clearing and disappeared. Suddenly, there were two Mayas in front of me, both in diaphanous nightgowns wielding swords. The “new” Maya interposed herself in front of me defensively, and in her hand, I could see Winya Coia in her full regalia, the engravings pulsing angrily in the night air. 
Without looking back at me she spoke, “Alex, speaking as your betrothed, I don’t think I approve of your sneaking off into the woods to meet ‘me’ like this, especially without a chaperone.” 
In wonder, I glanced past her at Portia, who was smirking evilly but rubbing her shoulder. Oddly enough, I saw no blood or evidence of any damage where the crossbow quarrel had blown through. The two faced off in classic dueling stances. Maya launched into full attack with a flurry of twists and strikes aimed at Portia’s torso and head. Most of the movements were so fast I could hardly see them. Incredibly, Portia managed to not only parry, block or step away from all the damage, but she did it in an almost offhand manner. She laughed at both of us.
“You don’t live in someone’s head as much as I do without picking up a few pointers, youngling! You might as well be fighting yourself; except I have a small advantage. I can see what you’re planning before you move a muscle.” Portia launched into an attack of her own, and again it was hard to see much from my low position; ok, except for a lot of shapely legs. It seemed that Maya was able to escape much of the onslaught, but not all; there was blood running down her arms from several shallow cuts, which, had she been in her armor, I’m sure would have been deflected.
The action went back and forth for a few minutes, Maya not able to visibly score on her opponent, but taking minor damage herself. She now had a scalp wound, and blood was threatening to run into her eyes. They both backed off briefly to reset. 
“Maya, it’s been great fun having this little bit of exercise, but it’s getting us nowhere very fast; how about we make it more interesting? Let’s show you a vision of your true love’s future and we’ll see if you fight so hard to live.” She cackled, obviously enjoying this like a cat playing with a mouse. Suddenly, I felt my limbs stiffen, and to my horror, my skin mottled in shades of gray and purple, pustules formed on my body parts that I could see and started to ooze yellowish and green liquids. Behind my back, I could feel fingernails lengthen and turn to talons. I was grateful that I was still firmly tied up so that I couldn’t see the rest of the changes to my body. Even what little underwear I had on started to rot and fall off. I was becoming a zombie! I heard Maya gasp and utter a despairing wail, but I couldn’t see her anymore because my eyes were filming over. Just before my throat closed up forever, I managed to croak out a last warning.
“Maya! Fight the weapon, not the foe!” And with that, most of my upper brain functions shut down. Oddly, my last thought wasn’t of the battle, it was that I was grateful that I was tied up so that I couldn’t complete my new mission of attacking and eating the living.
……………………………………………….
Maya
I watched in horror as Alex became a zombie in front of my eyes. I would like to say, out of pride in my future mate, that he made a cute undead, but that wasn’t the case! And the split second of gaping in horror at his body nearly cost me my head; as it was, I lost a few strands of hair as a wicked slash went over my ears. I reset my stance and vowed to not look again; however, I still remembered his words. Strangely, ever since I used the crossbow, Winya had been silent. Usually in a battle, she is giving advice, watching my back, and generally keeping up a running commentary of the battle, but now nothing. I called out to her again and she didn’t respond. A wave of lonely despair crashed over me; without Alex and Winya, what was there to live for? 
Portia grinned. “That’s right, little girl, just give it up and go out the easy way. There’s no reason to keep fighting. Your talking sword isn’t going to help you - I’m blocking your mind from hearing her - so sad!”
Part of me wanted to just lower my sword and lie down next to Alex and wait for the end, but a calm woman’s voice that I didn’t recognize whispered to me, “Just because you can’t hear Winya, doesn’t mean she can’t hear you.” I shook my head and a little of the fog lifted. I parried another strike from the Portia creature, feigned a charge and screamed at Winya in my mind, “Winya, I need your best work!” And I went on the attack, trying to rid my mind of planning and just follow ingrained attack sequences that I had performed hundreds of thousands of times in training. It seemed to work a little, as I drove Portia back, but damn she was good! 
Finally, my skill set brain registered a slight opening in her defense that would normally only result in putting an opponent on their back heel and would be easily deflected, but this time, I wasn’t trying to score on my opponent’s body, but on her weapon. Winya glowed brightly and sang through the other sword without a sound. I saw Portia’s blade part just inches from the hilt and drop to the ground, oddly changing to some type of chitin claw appendage halfway to the ground. Portia recoiled and screamed, with a high-pitched keening sound that could never have come out of my mouth. She backed away, and I pressed my advantage, scoring a deep cut across her thigh.
“That’s for giving me another zombie memory I didn’t need,” I gritted.
She backed away, clutching her arm, which had adsorbed the sword hilt, and spat, “Nicely done, youngling, but I grow tired of this. You’ve had your fun and it’s time for mine now.” Her wounds closed and the sword reappeared in her hand, looking as lethal as ever. “But because you’ve done so well, and because I really do think of both of you fondly, I’ll make this a good last dream…on the house, as it were! All I have to do is reach in and grab your two consciousnesses and you can have one last dance together while I take care of the bodies you won’t need anymore.”
………………………………………………………….
Alex
The First Day festival looked like some other planet. There were lights all over the place, some mundane and some magical, row after row of fancy cloth-covered tables, booths selling all manners of things from candy to perfumes to puppets. Just from where I was standing, I could see five stages for performers. Jugglers, fire eaters, knife throwers, tightrope walkers, and a mind-reading act were already attracting large crowds, as were the dozens of food stands, all expertly positioned to make a sort of trail through the outbuildings of Xarparion and the heavy delicious scent of popped corn wafted on a warm evening breeze. I couldn’t believe I walked across this same field on a daily basis, and to see it transformed into a spectacle of this magnitude was numbing. Judging from the crowd, almost everyone in Xarparion must have been here. The evening was going so well, Maya was warming to me and she really liked the sword I crafted for her. Now, for a perfect ending to the evening, time to pull her out on the dance floor. An hour later, we were really starting to enjoy the music and the dancing was heavenly; Maya’s natural athleticism and sword dancing abilities made her a natural on the dance floor. In fact, I’m pretty sure we both surpassed Rosa’s training earlier and were now on to our own experiences. The song we were on was rolling to a stop and I released her from the tight clinch of the slow dance. I stopped to gaze into those deep green eyes that I could get lost in forever. Our bodies were warm, and still just inches away, Maya’s image shimmered, and grew! Suddenly, I was holding a tall redhead with a military style bowl-cut hairstyle, wearing the same slender silver silk dress that Maya had been wearing. Her features were probably a bit too coarse to ever put her in the beautiful category, but she had a wide, generous mouth and a genuine smile. Her gray eyes widened hungrily and she dragged me closer, wrapping her much-brawnier-than-Maya’s arms around my neck and trapping me into a delving sensual kiss. A kiss that caused the dancers around us to stop and gape in awe. I was pretty powerless to stop the situation, not that it was at all bad, but Maya was who I desired! Finally, slowly, with a sheepish look, the woman released me and stood back a little, but still kept a firm hold on my arms.
“Alex! I’m so sorry but I just had to get that out of my system! It’s frustrating in the afterlife…so much time to think of all the things you should have done.” She grinned guiltily. “I guess I can cross that one off my list.”
“Who are you?” I gasped, finally getting my breath back. I looked around as the crowd was now dispersing and getting ready for the next dance, giving us a few seconds of relative privacy. “Where’s Maya?” She smiled at me affectionately, rubbing a warm, calloused hand across my chest, and then she looked at the hand in delight.
“Oh, how I’ve missed the touch of another person!” She stared back up into my confused face. “Don’t worry, we should be rejoining Maya in a few seconds. In the meantime, could I have this next dance? It would mean a lot to me, Alex.”
I don’t know why, perhaps it was that she seemed so familiar to me for some reason, or that she just seemed so honestly happy to be here, but I took her hand and placed my arm around her as the music started. “One dance, and then we find Maya and have a talk.” She smiled and nodded eagerly. With a purring sound, she eased into my embrace and we swept out onto the dance floor. 
The dance was interesting; I got the impression that she was far less experienced at it than I was, but we muddled through and her enthusiasm was infectious. She sighed blissfully and rested her head on my shoulder, her eyes closed, but still clutching me firmly. About halfway into the final chorus, I finally made the connection and was about to say her name, when I felt her stiffen and draw back. She began to shake her head sadly and I saw the image in front of me fade to black and then felt the sharp sensation of tight ropes cutting into my freezing cold wrists and ankles.
Regaining zombie-free consciousness, I looked around and saw my dark elf standing over the body of a creature with Winya hilt-deep through its skull. It appeared to be a cross between a medusa and a bipedal crab. The ugly red human-like face was twisted into a frightful grimace, with six-inch tentacle-like appendages forming what would normally be hair coming out of the top of its head. Of course, the sword neatly bisecting its face ruined most of what would have been bloodshot eyes and a beak nose. Her (its?) body was covered in natural armor with odd bumps and prongs all over it, similar to what you would expect to find on a sea creature. The smell wafting off of it was also marine-like, mostly rotting marine-like.
Maya yanked Winya out of the thing’s skull with a screeching metal-on-chitin sound. She wiped the blade off on the body, still watching it carefully for any signs of resurgence of life, but I’m pretty sure the Portia creature was down for good. Turning, Maya let out a squeal and raced over to me in the span of a few heartbeats…very fast heartbeats! I was covered in kisses from an amazing dark elf warrior princess who was laughing and sobbing at the same time. Using Winya, she carefully cut my bonds and dragged me to my feet so she could wrap her arms around me fully. Her body heat felt good as I suddenly realized I was freezing out here in the woods in my underwear, but I didn’t care, we were alive and together.
“Um, Alex…what do you say we keep the details of the dance our little secret?” Winya said warmly in my mind. I squeezed my dark elf a little harder and agreed…all’s well that ends well. 
Maya finally asked a question, “What happened? The last thing Portia said was that she was sending us somewhere for a last dance together, but I didn’t go anywhere. Portia seemed really surprised when I ran her through.”
“Well, when she was about to grab your and Alex’s consciousness, I stepped in front of you in your mind and she took me instead, leaving you still here to fight,” Winya explained shyly.
“So you ended up at this dance with Alex?” Maya questioned, her eyes narrowing. “Anything happen I should know about?”
“No, not really. It all happened so fast, it seemed like we were only there a moment, but then we spirits lose track of time so easily.”
“Hmmm…”
Mostly naked, bloodied, and really, really cold, Maya and I supported each other as we made our way back to camp. Maya explained that I really had reached Winya when I had called out to her. The two of them woke Rosa and it was her efforts that broke the spell, while my dark elf followed my tracks through the dank forest. The dawn of the new day was just starting to lighten the sky as we entered camp, this time challenged by bewildered guardsmen. 
 



Chapter 5
“We are getting close now, you will be able to see her after you crest this ridge,” Winya broadcast to Maya and me, her mental voice conveying excitement and some sadness from long-forgotten memories.
Not long after leaving camp this morning, we broke out of the dark forest that we had been travelling through, and the terrain transformed into rolling hills of sparse grasses and rocky points where piers of lichen-covered boulders erupted out of the ground. The air was growing appreciatively colder as we continued to gain elevation, and a number of the wizards and servants had taken to wearing their sleeping blankets to supplement their clothes. So it was a pretty ragtag lot of refugees and certainly not a well-ordered military column that followed us over the ridgeline. On the backs of our warhorses, Maya and I were the first to catch a glimpse of the fortress and the sight brought us up short and had us staring ahead into the distance. People behind us started filling in alongside us to gawk as well, and soon we had a long line spread along the ridge.
“That wasn’t built by humans or dwarfs or even giants, and it sure as hell wasn’t built to defend against them, either!” Darroth muttered, squeezing in beside our horses to get an unobstructed view. I had no frame of reference for such a sight so I couldn’t do anything but nod mutely. 
The first thing you noticed was the waterfall that cascaded violently down the center of the 200-foot, pure white cliff face; or more accurately, a white granite wall, a massive structure in itself that formed a half-circle across the front of the fortress. The waterfall looked to be a hundred feet or more in width, and the water streamed forth a huge amount of spray and fog as it descended, giving the overall impression of a huge-mawed dragon breathing magical mist down the wall and into the ground below. In reality, when the water crashed into the rocks at the base of the wall, it was artfully channeled away from the walls and split into two flows, one to the right and one to the left, creating two fast-flowing rivers that ran away from each other only to plunge again down cliffs on either side of the compound, effectively creating a protective moat. On top of the great white wall, which had no visible seams from this distance, I could see conventional stone structures like siege engine pads, guard towers and crenellations. 
The entire fortress seemed to be built on the peak of a mountain. There was another curtain wall lined with towers and parapets visible higher and beyond the primary wall, and even higher above that, rose a ornate keep. To call it ornate was doing it a great disservice; rising well above the mists that shrouded the lower wall, the keep was like a beacon above the clouds. Six square crenellated white marble towers dominated the view, which about three quarters of the way to the top, turned into round structures with huge arched windows that looked out over the surrounding countryside like the eyes of titanic guardians. Lining the sides of these towers near the windows were balconies that looked big enough to hold dozens of people. The towers’ enormous windows were of either cut crystal or stained glass in a blue primary with golden accents.  Nestled protectively within the arms of the great tower was a much squatter, but no less impressive, white marble great hall with more, but smaller, stained glass windows and accents. From this angle, it was impossible to see the lower half, but assumedly, there were magnificent doors below to match.
“This looks like a lot more than a simple fortress,” Maya said it first, shaking the wonder out of her voice.
“That’s what I said when the Queen first brought me here. In truth, it is much more than that. We just didn’t know what else to call it. Just the walls, themselves, are a complete marvel. I know you can’t see it from here, but the wall actually slants outward a bit so it’s almost impossible to climb, even with scaffolding or ladders. It is also much thicker than any other wall in history as well as being made of one solid block. Legend has it that they just carved the wall right there and built the fortress out of the leftovers. The curtain wall, as well as the rear of the keep and buildings, were made by normal means.”
Maya and I looked at each other in wide-eyed awe.
“Impressive, isn’t it?” Winya gushed happily. “It affected me the same way when I first saw it , and every time thereafter as well. I have to say, 400 years hasn’t dulled her shine much, if any!”
The crowds on each side were murmuring excitedly by this time, each of them pointing out to their neighbor features that delighted them or were particularly beautiful. The wizards loved it because it almost perfectly fit their ideal of what a magical retreat should look like. The servants and staff were in awe because they had never seen the like and could scarcely believe this was to be their new home for a while. And finally the guards, who took a more pragmatic view, were weighing the good and the bad of being either the defenders or attackers of such a structure. The overwhelming consensus was that no one wanted to be a foot soldier having to cross that water or attack those walls while under fire from those defenses! 
“Sir Alex, would you like us to fly ahead and scout the fortress?” the twins asked as one from behind us. I got the impression they were really, really eager to see what was inside, as evidenced by the fact that they were both practically jumping up and down in excitement, and unlike all the other refugees, the colder it got, the better they liked it. Their energetic display had managed to garner some appreciative admiration from the guard segment, and I grinned ruefully as I considered the idea of letting them fly ahead.
“Alex, I would strongly advise against that,” Winya quickly broadcast. “There were some pretty strong defenses built into the citadel and I’m not sure if they are still active or not. It could be very dangerous for them.”
“Thank you, Winya,” I said out loud as I turned back to look at the dragon girls. “Sorry, ladies, Winya says that it wouldn’t be a good idea for you to try and fly over the walls just yet. I’m afraid you will have to hoof it, like everyone else.” They nodded in disappointment and then blended back into the crowd that was still admiring the citadel.
Finally, the ever-creeping cold began to seep into everyone as we had been standing quietly for a while, and people began to form back up into their lines eager to proceed. In fact, our horses were nickering impatiently and reaching their massive heads around to gently nudge the other’s rider. Once we gave them their heads, they galloped well out ahead of the party. We passed through a wide expanse of former hayfields, which had obviously been used in better times to supply forage for the castle. Most of the alfalfa had died out and been replaced by native grasses, but here and there were still some patches. At some point, we picked up the remnants of a road, noticeable only by the fact that we were travelling over more gravel than grass, but the closer we got, the better the road became. We could see it loop to one side ahead of us and square up on a bridge structure crossing the river that roared across the right side of the compound.
“How did the Queen afford all this? And why was so much put into defense?” Maya questioned Winya.
“The queen was plagued by dreams as well, Maya. Not like yours, but she always said she had a deep feeling of foreboding about the end of her reign. That was part of the reason she was so protective of her daughter and accounts for the all-female guard force. Without it, I probably wouldn’t have been hired. She was able to put so much into security because she didn’t have to pay for the construction of the fortress.”
“If she didn’t build it, who did?”
“No one is really sure, although Alex’s parents might have some answers for you. When I was living here, the best our historians and scholars could estimate was that the structure predated humans arriving on this continent altogether. But the Queen really didn’t care about delving deeply into its history; she just wanted it armed to the teeth. You can still see the remnants of her prized dwarven-engineered ballistae on top of the walls, mostly just rusty parts now, the wood is long gone, of course. Aside from the ballistae, there were catapults and even two medium-sized trebuchets stationed in the forward court. Unfortunately for us, the Duke’s forces had advance knowledge of the exact locations of our heavy artillery. They were immediately taken out by their larger siege engines which they had somehow silently brought into range under the cover of a fog bank. By the time we saw our first enemy infantry, we were already down to just two operational ballistae.”
I looked around trying to imagine what an army of 11,000 troops would have looked like setting up to attack on the very ground that we passed over. 
Maya interrupted my quiet reverie. “I’m shocked the bridge is still here.”
The bridge we approached was a heavy wooden plank affair that spanned three stone piers permanently set into the raging torrent. To my eye, it looked kind of crudely made and not really that old.
“This isn’t the same bridge; we destroyed ours during the attack. I’m puzzled as well; perhaps this place isn’t as abandoned as it looks. I would advise extreme caution.”
Approaching the bridge apron, I paused to consider the weight and decided it would be best for Maya and me to cross separately. The roar of the waterfall was very unnerving, and the angry nature of the river before us made everyone hesitate. Nia, being impatient, snorted and flew ahead, returning a few minutes later with a report.
“Mister Alex, it looks sturdy, at least to a pixie.”
“Yeah, well, you can sit on a dandelion head and not bend it too.”
I went ahead first, leading the stallion. I had the most armor; if there was something lurking under cover or behind the murder holes, I wanted to be the one to take the hit. The dry timbers creaked ominously, but everything held together. Maya followed me instantly and, seeing no hint of trouble, we waved the rest of the group over.
Surprisingly, there were no issues crossing the bridge other than slow travel as people stopped to inspect certain features and gaze in fascination at the clear rushing waters below. Oddly, it appeared there was steam mixed in with the mist that formed from the crashing of the water at the base of the waterfall, and it seemed to stick with the runoff in the river also. Never ones to pass up an opportunity to play on mist, Dawn and Dusk ignored the bridge and ran lightly over the waters, spinning and dancing like children on spring schooling recess. They were having a fantastic time until Dawn reached down and stuck her hand into the rushing water and recoiled with a shriek!
“This water is warm!” 
Odd, as cold as it was outside, you would think the water would be bone-bruising cold, especially after descending 200 feet through the air and crashing into boulders. We all looked at each other and shrugged - another mystery of this place!
Finally the wall stood before us, or rather we were humbly dwarfed by it, and as Winya reported, the walls really did cant outward. Standing at the base gave us no view of what was above other than some dangerous-looking murder holes far overhead that were scattered here and there. Up close, the wall was even more interesting than from afar. It appeared to be flawless white granite with little pebbles of clear bluish rocks woven into it, and it was so smooth it looked like it had been polished by a master jeweler the day before. I dismounted and, after removing my gauntlets and stuffing them into one of my saddlebags, walked up to it. Maya and some of the others fanned out along the wall for their own explorations. Maya, of course, headed for the main gate and the only apparent entrance into the citadel.
“For a place that has been hammered by siege engines, this wall is still pristine. Why, there isn’t a scratch to be seen anywhere,” I marveled to Nia who had returned to her normal station on my shoulder. 
“Too bad we can’t say that for the grounds here,” Nia quipped. And she was right; there were huge piles of rounded boulders everywhere as if a giant had been playing marbles up against the white wall.
“Yup, all fired from siege engines that the Duke brought up to try and take the fortress. As you can see, it made for interesting times, but the old girl never faltered. There isn’t a crack anywhere in this wall,” Winya explained proudly.
“If it’s not too painful, Winya, can I ask why you didn’t just stay buttoned up in this place, thumb your nose at the Duke, and just wait for him to lose patience and leave?” I asked, still looking in awe at the sheer volume of projectiles.
“Even as good as this place is, Alex, I was still losing girls. The few ballistae teams I still had were prime targets. It got to the point where there wasn’t enough of us to keep the siege engines at bay any longer. The Duke’s men were advancing their bigger trebuchets and their shielding walls a hundred feet a day. Once the trebuchet missiles started clearing the main wall, I knew we couldn’t protect our Queen any longer. Soon no place within the fortress would have been safe, except possibly the catacombs below. We believed that the escape tunnels were the Queen’s the only choice, a decision that will haunt me forever.” 
I reached out my hand and caressed the smooth stone of the wall, enjoying the workmanship. Stone was really Rosa’s specialty, but even I could appreciate the perfection. It felt warm to my touch, and the small hairs on the back of my hand stood up as if a mild electrical charge was present, but the charge seemed to ebb and flow like the breaths of a living organism, like a great sleeping giant. Without warning, the translucent pebbles ingrained in the wall pulsed with an vivid electric blue surge and we all felt a violent tremor beneath our feet that nearly knocked over some of the unsuspecting wizards and staff. Ignoring the jolt completely, the warhorses continued to stamp their monster hoofs impatiently and look bored. Maya came trotting back and looked down at me comically.
“Ok ,what did you do now?”
“I don’t know, but I think it came from inside.” I placed my hand on the stonework again. Instantly, I felt the sleeping giant presence the same as before, but this time, it was fully awake and seemed…happy. My thoughts were interrupted by a shout from the vicinity of the gate. Grabbing the reins of the stallion, I followed on foot behind Maya, still in the saddle. We found a group of wizards and guards arranged in a semicircle around something on the ground. My girl dismounted gracefully, and the two of us walked up to take a look.
Laying on the moss-covered dirt was a skeleton, and not just any skeleton, either. This one had long extended fangs and was wearing an outfit much like the vampire that attacked Maya back in Xarparion. Thankfully, he was dead, and not the kind of dead where you get up again. Maya pointed to something on the wall. In what looked like blood, ‘The Nova have returned’ was written in a shaky scrawl. The monster must have written it with his own blood before he died - again. 
“What does it mean? Who are the Nova?” Maya growled, clearly angered by this evidence of undead this close to our chosen sanctuary.
“I don’t know,” I said. 
Alera and Hons made their way over to us, both wrapped up in heavy wool blankets to ward off the chill. Alera stopped dead in her tracks and stopped breathing when she read the words in blood. Her beautiful face displayed a fast-moving range of emotions from terrified to expectantly ecstatic. When she did finally remember to breathe, she had a broad smile on her face. Hons knelt and examined the body with distaste.
“I’ve never seen one of these before up close, they pretty much go against everything we earth wizards stand for, ashes to ashes and all that,” he said, and then glanced at Maya and me. “Neither of you seemed to be very shocked to see one though.”
Maya shrugged disdainfully. “A skeleton is a skeleton, and there were plenty of them in the battle. Just used to them by now, I guess.”
“Ahuh,” he said thoughtfully and added, “by the way, that tremor we felt wasn’t even remotely natural. I can’t even begin to imagine what caused it; perhaps Julia can ask Reginaldo later.” Then looking at Alera, he shifted topics again, “Any idea how long the corpse has been here?”
She knelt down next to the skeleton and did a quick examination. Standing back up she shook her blonde head and replied cautiously, “Based on the condition of the bones, I would say about two to three weeks.”
Hons snorted, “That’s it? He’s already a skeleton! A whole body couldn’t possibly have decayed in that time as cold as it is.”
“You forget what happens to a vampire in the sun? This man looks to have been about 170 years old, give or take a few. That would put him at quested rank, provided he wasn’t a complete idiot. It would also explain why he was here.” 
“How so?” asked Maya.
“Well, the questers are the eyes and ears of the vampire conclaves; scouts and spies, if you will. I’m guessing that he was sent here to find something, but something found him instead,” Alera grinned.
“We best get back over to the others and find a way to open that gate; and from the looks of things, that won’t be easy,” Hons chuckled. And he was right, this trip was for nothing if we couldn’t get inside.
We followed Hons over to the rest of the wizards and servants who had congregated around the main gate. Rosa, Nia, Darroth, Captain Jarsin and Captain Higs, as well as the druid girls and the dragons, were gathered in front of it staring up at the massive door. The door was made of stone, easily thirty feet tall, with a large amount of now-tarnished metal banding it in place. In the center was a large and very intricately carved crest that seemed to be made entirely out of the translucent blue rock that was present in the walls. The crest itself depicted a galaxy of stars and planets in a bas relief, with an inscription in bold letters etched into an arch shape above the star field. 
“Any idea what it says?” Captain Jarsin muttered in frustration at the delay. He was obviously anxious to get everyone inside, and from a military prospective, that was a priority. Outside these walls and trapped against an immovable barrier, our party was a sitting duck.
I looked up at the gate crest again.“It says, ‘Gateway of Creation, Guardian of the Nova.’”
Everyone stared at me in silence, all except Alera. “You can read that?” she asked incredulously, grabbing my arm.
“Well yeah, it’s in rather basic writing, anyone could read it.”
She shook her head, as did pretty much everyone who was listening. “Alex, that is written in the language of the nebulia. No one else here has a clue what that inscription says!”
I was confused now. “Do you?”
She shook her head breathlessly. “I can speak it and I’ve seen bits and pieces here and there, but I’ve never had a chance to get my hands on any of the actual writings with translation before now. What gave it away are the symbols in the crest. That is the crest of the Nova, leaders of the nebulia!”
Captain Jarsin didn’t seem to care about the writing, no matter how rare or important. “That’s great, you can read it all you want later. But in case you haven’t noticed, we’re still stuck on the wrong side of a very large and, most likely, impenetrable stone door. So unless that writing has a secret password in it, then I suggest we get to work.”
Alera smiled at the captain. “What if I told you it did?”
“It does?”
“In a sense. All locked doors have a key; this one just so happens to have two.”
He threw his arms in the air. “Great now we need to find keys! What do we have to do, look under every rock for them?” 
“Relax, Captain, we already have them.” Alera smiled broadly, as she ran her hands reverently over the door crest.
“We do?” everyone replied in a confused chorus.
Still beaming, Alera turned away from the door and gently grabbed both Maya’s and my arms, drawing us closer together. “These two are the keys.”
Hons stepped closer to the center of the group. “Wow, hold on here. How can Alex and Maya be the keys? Last time I checked, a key is made of metal and is small, not a person.”
“They are the keys because my protector and I believe this is their fortress,” Alera said confidently.
The rest of them were staring at us blankly. Maya and I both sort of had a feeling that this fortress was connected to us somehow, especially since my parents spent so much effort to see that we ended up here somehow.
We smiled sheepishly, hoping that the conversation would move on to something else. Seeing no sign that it was going to resolve itself any time soon, I took Maya’s hand and led her over to the massive gate.
“So do you know what to do, Magic Boy?” she asked me coyly under her breath, giving my hand a squeeze.
“I have an idea…wait,” I stammered, suddenly having trouble concentrating after looking into her challenging eyes and pondering her words. Momentarily flustered and confused, I tried to continue, “I’m relatively sure that this place responds to our touch. I’m thinking if we both place our hands on the door at the same time, something will happen.
“And where did you get this notion?”
I smiled, “The tremor occurred right after I touched the walls. I think I woke something up because now when I touch it, I can almost feel something within the fortress, something happy.”
Maya grinned wickedly as if reading my mind. “Well, the whole touch thing certainly works for me.” She continued after placing her hand next to mine on the wall, “I think you’re right, I think I can feel something.”
For a second nothing happened, and I continued to stare into her deep green eyes trying to figure out what was going on inside that pretty head. Suddenly her focus shifted and she leaned her ear against the wall.
“What is it?”
She shushed me with a long-suffering look that still managed to convey affection. “Gears, very large gears, I think.”
Winya joined in, her voice in my head carrying a trace of humor at our exchange, “If I
may interrupt…You would be correct. The mechanism to open the gate is very large and takes up a large amount of room underground. I would stand back, the gate should be opening soon.”
Cautiously, we did as Winya suggested and took several steps back. Finally, the gate shook violently like it was just dealt a massive blow, sending dust falling from the wall above. Slowly, and surprisingly quietly, the gate parted down the middle, revealing a short tunnel with several portcullises in the raised position.
“Wow, ten-foot thick gate and there are still three more. I would have to say ‘our’ fortress is pretty safe, at least from the outside,” Maya smirked.
We both looked back at the stunned faces behind us. Maya hooked her arm in mine and started leading me down the passageway. “They will get over it eventually. Now, come in, Magic Boy, I have a feeling something important is waiting for us.”
We walked through the heavily fortified gatehouse and past a few small stone buildings that had the look of armories into a large open courtyard with an ornate red paver brick floor, which had roads branching out in three directions. The courtyard was more than large enough to accommodate our entire group, including the donkey carts. Scattered haphazardly about was the first evidence of a bombardment of any kind. Large boulders had left deep craters in the cobblestone roads, and there were a number of collapsed roofs, down either from war action or just the ravages of time.
“This is the principia, or central courtyard, if you prefer. The road ahead of you leads past the curtain wall and into the keep’s courtyard. The roads to your left and right lead to the outbuildings such as barracks, dining halls and blacksmiths, as well as a surprisingly large number of civilian shops and housing.”
“You had civilians here during the attack?” asked Maya.
“Yes, they helped out where they could - bucket brigades, helping in the infirmary, arrow recovery and such. After the battle, most of them were still alive, but decided to leave and start their lives over again someplace without all the bad memories.”
Slowly, the other members of the party entered the courtyard behind us. Once everyone was safely inside, Maya, with Winya’s guidance, ducked into a small guardroom off the main gatehouse. A few moments later, the heavy main gates slammed shut with a dull boom. On this side of the wall, the sound of the waterfall outside was muted to the point where, after a few minutes, you really didn’t hear it anymore.
Both captains approached Maya as she came out the guardroom, dusting off her hands with a satisfied grin. Snapping into formal salutes, they requested the orders of the day. I felt my chest swell with pride as my amazing dark elf was more than up to the challenge, and in fact, seemed to relish it. In just the few days since the Portia incident, her self-confidence had grown immensely; I suppose always having the nagging suspicion that you were borderline insane would have kept you second guessing yourself. But now it seemed that those ghosts of self-doubt were forever banished and it showed. Instead of just issuing orders to the captains, she jumped up on the nearest large boulder sticking halfway out of the courtyard, and addressed the entire group.
“Listen up, people, I’m only going to go over this once. It’s been a long, arduous trip from the portal; and frankly, I couldn’t be more proud of any of you. I know you are cold, tired, and hungry, but we still have some work to do. To start with, Captain Higs, I need guards and sentries up on these walls as soon as possible; preferably in sets of twos until we find out if we are really alone in this place. Then I need well-armed patrols sent into all the remaining buildings for the same reason - we don’t need to be surprised by unwanted guests. My source tells me that there is a very large underground network below the citadel that will need to be checked as soon as possible as well.
Higs saluted her with a smile. “Yes, ma’am, right away!” Then he raced off and started barking orders to the troopers who were lounging around the perimeter of the crowd. 
Maya returned the salute with a flourish and turned back to the crowd. “Next, I need the earth wizards to start clearing away the rubble and fixing what structural damage to the buildings they can. No one wants to be sleeping in a wet bed at night.”
Hons stepped forward and performed a clumsy imitation of the salute, after which he smiled apologetically. “You’ve got it, we’ll have this place fixed up in short order, ma’am.” Just like the guards, the green-robed folks broke off into their own groups and started organizing themselves into work teams. I reflected that perhaps being forced to march many miles across the wilderness and encounter obstacles to be overcome had really been a boon to many of the assembled wizards. It taught them how to function as a unit rather than individuals, as well as giving them a sense of purpose, all of which I’m pretty sure would become increasingly valuable in the coming days.
Maya thanked Hons with a nod and continued, “Healers, once the earth wizards have fixed up appropriate quarters for you, make the wounded comfortable and start unpacking the med kits and other equipment you salvaged from Xarparion. We need to begin setting up for possible action. If we get attacked in the coming days, I do not want to be without a hospital. You’ll find the original infirmary was the white low-roofed building just inside the second curtain wall straight up this main road. I’m not really sure what shape it is in now, but I don’t think it was hit by the siege engines that far inside the walls. Previously, it was well-equipped with clean water, and the entire building was heated by the water from underground, so I would concentrate your efforts there. As for your auxiliaries, the fire, water, and air students assigned to your towers, you can assign them using your discretion, I might suggest some of the more reliable fire wizards be assigned to the guard patrols until we are certain we have full, uncontested control of this fortress.”
Alera nodded eagerly, and Hons looked over from where he was still issuing orders and gave an acknowledging wave. As expected, Alera calmly and efficiently rounded up her second tier supervisors and began making assignments.
This left a large group of confused staff and servants, some of them whole families with children. One of the women whom I recognized as a cook from the school, stepped forward. “Ma’am, what should we do? We have no skills that would help win a war.”
Maya just smiled, “Yes, you do. This place is bigger than it looks and we will need staff to get it up and going again. I ask you just to do the jobs you had when we were still at the academy. If you were a cook, then go down the road behind you and you’ll find the dining hall. I’m not sure what condition it’s in so there may be a lot of work to do there. Be warned that with the earth wizards casting spells all afternoon, they will be hungry. Captain Jarsin will act as supply master and coordinate the functions of those of you who are neither guards nor wizards. If you have any questions, refer to him and he will help you find work.”
Several of them broke off and headed down the road toward the dining hall. Maya gave out jobs to a few others who didn’t seem to fall into a set category, leaving just the Enchanters Hall. Darroth dusted off his hands. “Might as well make myself useful, there’s bound to be a bloody forge around here somewhere! Maybe I can take a look at those fancy ballistae up on the wall and see if I can get a pattern off them. It might be with some new wood and a few repairs, we can get one or two working.”
That was pretty much it, almost everyone heading off to work. I helped Maya down off her rock pedestal and gave her a proud hug. “Well, I guess that leaves…” I started to say, but there was a tug on the cuff of my armor.
“Excuse us, Mister Alex, sir, and Miss Pretty Elf, what about us?” We looked down at two young, slightly scruffy-looking boys who were looking back up at us. The youngest had his arm in a makeshift sling. “We came with our mothers, but we would like to help out if we can; we’re good workers...”
They both looked like they were on the verge of tears. Maya dropped down to a knee and smiled warmly at them. “What were you before coming here then?”
The first one was slightly taller than the other and looked to be a little bit older as well. “We were stable boys, Miss, but with no horses, there is nothing for us to do.”
Smiling even brighter, she wrapped an arm around each of them and turned them around to face the gate area. “I don’t know about you two, but I see two big horses by the gate over there.”
Their eyes widened. “But those are your horses and you are our leaders! We’re just stable boys, that honor is for your squires!”
“Is that so? Well, then look who just got promoted. Take good care of them, they are very special and very smart. Oh, and there are some donkeys around here that will need to be fed and watered, too.” She leaned in and whispered conspiratorially, “Just one thing, though; keep the warhorses and the donkeys apart. See, the horses think they’re better than the donkeys, and we have to humor them.” 
Astonished, they both nodded with great gravity as if taking every word she spoke to heart. Finally, they tore themselves away from her laughing green eyes, and the older boy led the younger away to get started. Captain Jarsin followed them quickly and explained where the stables were. I had a feeling they would be alright once the Maya effect wore off.
Maya stood back up to her full height and leaned into my shoulder. “Well, as I was saying, I think we should make a sweep of the keep; we might find something useful.” 
“Indeed, from the looks of things, I would say no one ever got past the wall. So it would be safe to say the royal armory should still have some equipment left. There were so few of us left at the end that there was no way we could take all of it, and I doubt the civilians would have touched weapons, either.”
Rosa placed a hand on the twins’ shoulders. “Sounds like a plan; take these two with you. I have to talk to Captain Jarsin about some things, but I’ll join up with you soon.” She smiled brightly and walked off in the opposite direction as the captain, humming as she went.
“I don’t think she could have made it anymore obvious that she is up to something,” said Maya to the nodding approval of the twins and Nia.
“Sometimes, I think she forgets that I can be in her head now.”
Leaping off my shoulder, Nia flew out in front of us with some animation. “Who cares what she is up to? I want to go see what’s inside!” I grinned and seconded that thought; it was good to see Nia returning to a semblance of her normal bubbly personality.
The twins spoke up, their voices mirroring each other as they sometimes did; I found it kind of eerie. “For once, we would have to agree with the pixie. We, too, are very anxious to look around inside. ”
 



Chapter 6
Maya and I both laughed as we were almost dragged down the road. From the courtyard, the keep was blocked from view by the curtain wall, but once we passed through it, we could finally see the keep in all its splendor. Large, cut-marble steps led up to a ornately arched stone door inset several feet into the walled center of the massive keep. Looking up, we could distinctly see what would have to be the great hall, as well as what looked like a wing on either side. The central wing looked to hold the great hall and must have had at least two floors built over and above even the high ceilings of that large room. As viewed previously, the arched windows skillfully showed off the crafted stained glass in each cove. The other two wings looked exactly alike but only seemed to have two floors. Each of the four corners held a guard tower as well as two very large and very ornate towers at the back of the fortress overlooking the cliffs and the lowlands far down the valley.
“Wow.”
We all stood there for a bit, taking in the sights. Having apparently had enough sightseeing, Dawn grabbed our hands and giggled, much to the dismay of her sister, as she pulled us up the stairs. Once at the top of the steps , Maya and I placed our hands on the door, hoping that it operated like the main gate, and it did so smoothly and with much less noise. 
As expected, the door opened majestically into the great hall, but that was about the only thing that we were correct in assuming. Instead of old, rotted tables and spider webs everywhere, the place was sparkling clean! Not only was it clean, but it all looked new. In front of us was a blue carpet that rolled down the center of the hall, flanked on each side by a row of polished marble pillars topped with magic-orbed wall sconces and chandeliers. All that led up to a small landing which split and continued as two serpentine curved flights of stairs. A stained glass window that took up the entire back wall depicted a blue and gold image that was an exact duplicate of the crest on the outside door.
The most prominent feature of the very elegant hall were the two matching thrones that sat on the raised platform between the two stairs. Above the thrones, floated an eight-point spherical object with a lighted core that broadcast a startling star field display onto all the upper walls of the place. The effect was like walking out and looking up into the night sky when the stars were shining their brightest and experiencing the awe of the universe. The thrones themselves were strange, just like you would expect a royal throne to look, expensively decorated and decadent, except for the back. The back of the chair started off very thick at the base and then narrowed to about four inches wide where your shoulders would rest. My only thought was how uncomfortable they would have to be for normal people; but then I suspected there was very little that was normal about this place. 
Silently, we all walked forward taking in the elegance of the structure. At the outer edges of the throne room were polished coats of arms with shields and actual swords attached, as if waiting for some valiant knights to rush up and take them down for a final battle. Filling in the wall space between the armor and weapons were various-sized tapestries. Most of the closest ones depicted celestial events; exploding suns, the creation of moons, and comets roaring through space. As otherworldly and incredible as it was, nothing could have prepared us for what we saw next. As we stumbled forward gawking, there were several different scenes that caught my eyes and held them, my mind steadfastly refusing to accept the images they provided. They were scenes of me, of my life! Each tapestry was a startlingly accurate depiction of significant events in my life - my foster parents holding me as a baby, enchanting the cooking pot, entering the walls of Xarparion for the first time, a amazingly accurate depiction of me kissing Maya at the First Day dance. Strangely, in this view, she was accurately portrayed in her dark elf glory and not the persona that Rosa’s magical dress provided. Maya blushed slightly see the artwork and squeezed my hand slightly as we passed. I’m pretty sure I heard Dawn and Dusk utter soft longing sighs as they watched us. The next scene was of Winya and me fighting the vampire in Maya’s burning room. Maya stopped and gazed at that one for a short while as she had been unconscious when it occurred and was seeing the depiction in graphic form for the first time. Moving along, the next tapestry showed me constructing the very armor that I was wearing, sitting cross-legged and forging the breast plate with just my thoughts; it also showed a very distraught dwarf watching in the background. The seventh and final weaving was a graphic depiction of the fall of Xarparion, complete with skeletons, zombies, falling walls and fear-filled faces…no one lingered long at that tapestry. 
We pulled up and stopped for some reason at the base of the short steps that led up to the throne platform. I felt my skin tingling and looked at Maya; she was unconsciously trying to rubs the hairs on her arms through her armor. Abruptly, a door at the back of the chamber swung open and a woman emerged. We all looked at her curiously, but for some reason we were unafraid of the unexpected visitor.
She was a little shorter than me, wearing a sapphire blue gown that any noblewoman would have been jealous of. She had brown, waist-length hair, tied back and styled. I would have placed her as a very well-preserved forty-year-old, and as she came closer, I noted her calm, beautiful features. Her eyes were locked entirely on mine, a shy tentative smile on her lips. Before any of us could say anything, I felt the twins rush past.
“It’s her!” The twins shouted gleefully and ran forward like delighted children. Startled, the woman put her hand over her heart in mock horror.
“Dawn and Dusk! Are you two girls trying to scare me to death?” The two dragons nearly tackled her in their excitement, and each slid under an arm and wrapped themselves around her with their eyes closed in bliss. After returning the hug with obvious genuine affection, she stepped away from the girls and continued to walk slowly up to me, her eyes never leaving my face, searching my eyes. It was as if she needed to be sure it was really me. Finally, she came to a halt in front of me and I could see her deep brown eyes fill with emotion. She raised her hand as if to say something and then dropped it as the dam holding back the tears suddenly burst, and she threw herself into my arms with a small cry.
I had no idea what was going on, but I had a gut feeling I knew this woman. After a second of holding her gently, I could smell her hair and perfume, and it was a smell that triggered a response in my consciousness. “Mother?” She pulled back, still fiercely holding on to my armor, and I could see the tears freely flowing down her face. She affixed me with a gaze that mirrored hope and great sadness at the same time. “You remember me?”
“I think so. I remember how you smelled.” The stream of tears turned into a river as she pressed her face into the chest plate of my armor. I could feel very strong waves of emotion flowing off her, and they seemed to be affecting everyone in the room as well. Soon, we were all blubbering idiots as I cradled her carefully in my arms, trying not to hurt her with the armor.
Finally, she pried herself away from my embrace and stared up at me again with glistening eyes. “It’s been twenty years since I was last able to hold you, Alex, so please forgive my behavior.” 
I didn’t have words to say at this point, but Nia chimed in with her own observation. “No need to apologize, Mrs. Alex’s Mom. Lots of people like holding him,” she said, trying to hold back her own pixie tears which were threatening to soak her small dress to the point where it was more wet than dry.
My mother focused on Nia, still sitting emotionally on my shoulder and smiled brightly as she daubed away some of her own tears with a handkerchief that appeared out of nowhere. “Why hello, Neafauliateenix. May I call you Nia?” The pixie nodded eagerly, and my mother carefully wiped the tears from Nia’s face as well. “It’s so good to meet you finally in person. Unlike everyone else here, you are the only one I haven’t visited with in some form before now.” 
I think both Nia’s and my mouth dropped open at the same time, what? My mother knows all my friends already? Nia finally leaned over to my ear and whispered in awe, “She knows my real name!”
My mother smiled and, raising her hand, caressed Nia’s wings ever so lightly. Nia, for her part, lit up brightly as if it were the most glorious day of her life. Turning her attention back to the twins, my mother embraced them again, giggled, and looked them over carefully with a measuring look and a soft affectionate smile. 
“It's good to see you sisters again; you both seem to have gotten a lot healthier since we last spoke.” Both of the young dragons were blushing profusely and lamely attempting to look away or at the floor. “You didn’t tell them, did you?” Meekly, they both shook their heads. Mother rolled her eyes and turned back to me. “They were extremely malnourished on your birthday. It’s a good thing Merilda Martin is such a good cook; they might not have had the energy to make it back to Xarparion otherwise.”
“Alex and Nia are terrific cooks, too,” Dusk added, “and they are even teaching us to prepare meals on our own.” Dawn chimed in with a throaty, “Mmmm, bacon!” and everyone chuckled. My mother gave them one last caress each and then, as if suddenly remembering someone, whirled around looking for the last member of our party.
Maya was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t stop my mom. She held up her index finger to tell me silently that I should wait a second and gave me a little wink. Suddenly, she blinked out of sight and we heard a little yelp from behind a pillar at the rear of the room indicating that, despite the stealth armor, Maya had been caught. Defeated and without recourse, she succumbed to being dragged back to the main party. Once there, she was spun around to face my mother.
“Come on now, off with the helmet, young lady,” she commanded. Maya glared at me and even only seeing her eyes, I knew I was in deep trouble later. Reluctantly, she pulled off her helmet and clipped it to the belt of her armor and taking a deep breath, faced her tormentor directly. My mother started the motion to enfold her in a big hug but then pulled up short and made a face.
“No, this absolutely won’t do at all!” She turned to face the stairs and tilted her head. As a small ball of what looked to be pure magical essence appeared in her palm, she whispered something to it and sent it flying off with a flourish. It disappeared through the ceiling and was gone. 
We stood there watching her as she impatiently tapped her foot on the marble floor. After about a minute, a large man came walking down the stairs, not large as in fat, but large as in looks like he could lift a mountain. He had a long, braided beard and brown hair that only looked to have the smallest bit of gray in it. He was an imposing figure, but somehow his movements radiated relaxed goodwill.
His voice was deep and grainy, as though he had been working a forge all his life, and the blacksmith clothing he was wearing looked the same, but still it seemed familiar and calming to me. “I hope you didn’t call me down here to take care of another spider, dear…Alex?” He froze in his steps and looked at me and the rest of our group curiously. Suddenly regaining motor coordination, he bounded down the remainder of the steps laughing so deeply that I could feel the walls shake. “Alex, my boy!” His arms stretched out like he was about to squeeze us all in a bear hug.
But Mother flung herself around Maya and me first. “Don’t you dare touch our babies with those filthy work clothes! Clean yourself up and try not to embarrass us.”
He sighed but was still smiling. “Been married this long and she still doesn’t like seeing me get dirty.” Just like with Mother, there was a flash of light and he was suddenly wearing formal wear of the same style and color as Mother’s. She looked at him askance, and it was as if they were communicating like Rosa and I do.
My father mouthed, “I’m sorry,” before a flash of light blinded me momentarily. As the flash faded from my eyes, I could feel that I was no longer in my armor. Looking down at myself, I found that I was in one of the formal outfits Rosa had made for me to wear to a dance. Glancing over at Maya, I found that she, too, was no longer in her normal armor. She was wearing a brand new white sparing armor, with quilted padding and soft leather bits covering some of the vital areas. It was form fitting and actually extremely attractive on her. “Figured you wouldn’t want a dress, so I hope that works well enough,” he said, giving my dark elf a knowing wink.
My mother gave a little huff, as if she would speak to him about this later, then she proceeded to blanket an astonished Maya in a heartfelt hug and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Maya, I am so excited about having you both here! Not only have I gotten to hold the son I haven’t touched in twenty years, but now I’ve gained a daughter as well. You are everything we could possibly wish for Alex, and you are so gorgeous, too.” My girl was looking pretty uncomfortable at this point but, fortunately, my mother didn’t linger. Not skipping a beat, she went on to Winya. “Ah, Winya, my dear, you’re looking better than ever.”
“I’m a sword. She does know I’m a sword, right?”
“Yes, I know you’re a sword, but you have to admit that you weren’t exactly the most stylish woman. But now look at you; you’re a stunning work of art!”
“I…I don’t know where to go with that, so I’ll just take it as an insult and move on from there.”
“Oh, don’t be like that, we’re old friends now. There’s plenty of room in our relationship for a little bit of fun,”
my mother chuckled.
While this was all going on, I was getting the life crushed out of me by my father. Releasing me, he held me at arm’s length to look me over. “Ha, just look at you, lad! You’re almost as big as I am! And again, excellent job on the armor; you make me very proud.” He turned to Maya and gave her a gentle hug. “Maya, you’re looking absolutely radiant as always.”
“Um, thank you, I guess,” Maya replied sheepishly and shot me a look that said, “This is so weird and uncomfortable, I can hardly stand it!” My parents ceased all the hugging and drew themselves up as a couple with my father enfolding my mother’s small hand in his giant paw.
“Come, come, we have so very much to talk about, and I do believe the east dining hall is ready, is that right, dear?” said mother as she patted his hand. He nodded, and she ushered all of us down a hallway and into the room.
The inside turned out to be a large rectangular room with heavy wooden wainscoting and paneled walls. A few nondescript landscape portraits decorated the walls and a crackling fireplace anchored the far end of the room. The center of the room was dominated by a lone, very ornate wooden table at the center. Aside from some missing plates and cups, everything looked to be set for about twenty individuals, and set for show. All the furnishings and tableware in this room was of the highest quality - for 400 years ago, anyway. The long wall opposite the door featured a large glass window with a glass door that looked out onto a small stone courtyard and a vibrant, but overgrown, flower garden, which struck me as almost impossible considering the temperature of the air outside.
Currently, the garden was being overrun by two very eager, aggressive young druids who seemed to be beside themselves. One would stop and inspect a plant only to have the other rush over and drag her away to look at another. This seemed to be an ongoing process and appeared to have the potential to go on for a very long time, especially when I spotted the dreaded sketchbooks coming out of their robes.
Smiling, Mother placed a hand on the window and watched the two of them work. “Ah, those two have already found the garden. They’re probably ecstatic right now as there are some very rare plants indeed out there.” She spun around to face the rest of us. “But I’ll talk to them later; right now I have my son and daughter to spend time with. I’ll see about getting us some refreshments and then we will get to the not-so-fun stuff.”
She snapped her fingers and suddenly Alera was in the room with us, facing the far wall, and apparently giving orders to that same wall.“No, I said that bed station goes there and this one goes here…and no one’s there. Great, now I’m crazy,” Alera muttered.
Mother cleared her throat, startling Alera so much she jumped almost a foot in the air. The now irritated and confused healer spun around angrily to yell at someone, but instantly her anger was replaced by confusion. “Alex, Maya, what are you doing here…where am I?” Then she spotted my parents and looked like she was going to die. “My…my King, Queen! I…I don’t know what to say!” She dropped to her knee and bowed her head reverently. “You honor me! Is there anything you need, my King and Queen? And, of course, also my Prince and Princess?” 
Maya and I both were looking at my parents in confusion. I’d had a hunch by this time, but that just confirmed it. But both of them were laughing. “Well, I guess the cat’s out of the bag on that one! If you would be so kind as to open a portal, that would be wonderful.”
My mother, after a fond look at the healer, turned back to us and explained, “Alera’s grandfather was a nebulia who fell in love with a human healer. Their daughter took up the healing arts, and lovely Alera is the next generation. We are all very proud of what she has accomplished.”
After Alera finished casting the spell and the portal appeared in the corner of the room, she added wistfully, “I was raised with a foot in both worlds but, unfortunately, never belonging wholly to either.” 
“Well, that explains your protector,” I said.
“Yes, as you can imagine, anyone with a bent or sensitivity for evil recognizes me for what I am. Since healers have no real combat skills, I was assigned Nydard as my protector.”
My mother motioned for us to sit, the portal opened and several female nebulia in long golden dresses flowed out with their inhuman grace. Each was of a different type; some had the heads of hounds, one was a fox and the other two were eagles or hawks. Most were carrying golden platters with large covers, the rest had either wine bottles and goblets or were pushing small carts loaded with plates and other utensils. Silently, they bowed slightly and placed the platters in front of each of us and stepped back. A few of them went back into the portal leaving nine in the room with us. One stood behind each of us with one behind an empty chair and one standing next to Alera. The hound nebulia motioned for her to take a seat next to Dawn to our left.
We sat silently for a bit, seemingly waiting for something. Then suddenly the fox standing behind the open chair spun around and opened the door. And there was Rosa, standing with her hand in the air ready to knock on the door. “Well, I guess I was expected. And you two must be Alex’s parents whom I’ve heard so much about.”
Their smiles brightened, and Mother just motioned for her to take her seat. Wearily, she sat where the fox instructed. Once seated, Mother looked over her shoulder and gazed at the window. Following her gaze, I found that she was interested in two muddy-footed marmots that had their furry faces pressed against the glass looking in at our dinner party. With a chuckle, she nodded to the eagle maiden standing behind her. Bowing, the nebulia ducked away and quickly opened the door to the patio. Realizing the game was up, the two marmots dashed off in opposite directions, eluding the first snatch by the eagle maiden, who was now in hot pursuit. Back and forth she chased them as we all got up from our chairs and moved to the window to watch. The nebulia was inhumanly fast and very graceful, but she was hampered greatly by the long formal gown and high-heeled shoes she was wearing. Every time she was about to reach down and grab one of the rodents, the act of bending down gave them just enough time to bolt out of reach. Apparently, nebulia are too refined to make a diving grab like I would have done to catch a piglet back in Foalshead. This continued comically for several minutes. I was speechless, Maya was openly snickering, and poor Rosa couldn’t help herself and was braying like one of the donkeys. Even Alera had her hand over her mouth and was shaking like a leaf.
Finally, my mother could take no more. She beckoned and whispered to another nebulia maiden who dashed through the portal and returned carrying two devices that looked like fishing nets attached to long poles. The maiden, this one with a fox head, went outside and tossed one of the nets to the poor, tired-out nebulia who was still not having any luck apprehending the artful dodgers. A few moments later, an exhausted but seemingly vindicated maiden had collared both rodents by the scruff of their necks. Resigned to their fate, the marmots just hung there mournfully as the nebulia carried them inside. The fox maiden ditched the nets and closed the door behind them. Presented to my mother, the two rodents just seemed to eye her warily and didn’t even struggle. She smiled and motioned to two of the empty chairs. The maiden carefully deposited the furry creatures in the assigned chairs. Not quite done with her task, she walked through the still-open portal and returned almost instantly with two more maidens with platters, setting them before the confused marmots. Seemingly pleased, she returned to her position behind my mother and the other two stood behind the furry critters, just like the rest did for us.
Maya looked at me with a wide-eyed look, but I also caught Rosa smiling. From the thoughts I was getting from her, I had an idea what was going on. Using my mage sight, I confirmed what Rosa was thinking - the two marmots were a pair of mischievous druids, not ordinary varmints.
“Lin, Julia, you can change back now; I don’t think you’re in trouble for anything,” I said to the two teens in disguise.
“Certainly not, we are going to need help eating all this food!” my father said, almost shouting it actually.
Reluctantly, they chittered at each other before changing back to their normal selves. It wasn’t as dramatic a shape change as we were used to from the dragon twins, more of a soft blurring of lines as they grew larger and the scruffy fur rewove itself into their normal green robes. “Um, we’re so sorry for intruding,” they said in unison, and then looked guiltily down at the floor and all the mud they had sloughed off in the course of their change. 
Brushing off their concern, Mother snapped her fingers, sending the room into motion. The maidens behind all of us whipped out large cloths from somewhere and placed them on our laps; they even had a small one for Nia. They then proceeded to set out silverware that seemed to just materialize in their hands. Once each of us had a truly alarming number of spoons and forks placed in front of us, normally more than enough for an entire family, they removed the lids of the trays. Underneath was a single bowl of soup; based on the size of the tray, I was expecting an entire roast duck or something. With a flourish, my server scooped up the bowl and placed it on the plate in front of me, then stepped back.
Looking around, only Maya and I had been served. I looked across the table to Mother, but she was just smiling back at me.
“Sir and Lady, you are the guests of honor this day; by your right, you are the first to be served,” intoned the maiden from behind me. Her voice was very smooth, but I could tell she wasn’t speaking in common.
Maya looked at me questioningly, unable to understand her. “We are the guests of honor so we eat first,” I said, and she smiled slightly as we both picked up spoons. As we were about to dip into the soup, we were each tapped on the shoulder, and our servers shook their heads gravely and swapped out the spoons we had selected with two others from the group near our plate; this was all performed with lightning fast grace. Confused for a second, we shrugged and took our first taste of the soup.
It was some form of cream-based soup, but that was all I could tell even with all my cooking experience. But that didn’t stop it from being absolutely delicious! Apparently pleased with our expressions, the rest of the maidens uncovered the platters and served everyone else with beaming smiles on their faces.
“Now with the formalities out of the way for now, we can finally talk freely, and your father and I can begin some long-overdue explanations.” Mother paused and smiled at each of us, happily watching us eat with so much enjoyment; she seemed uninterested in her own soup. “Undoubtedly, your first question is ‘who are you?’. Which is a very good question and one that will require rather more explanation than you think. In short, my name is Oreale and your father is Ranther, and we are the Nova.”
“Well, that explains the writing on the wall and gate,” I said, putting down my spoon.
They were both still smiling. “Indeed, and as Alera said, we are the rulers of the nebulia. This makes you a prince, Alex.” I’m a prince? Wait, what?
“If he’s your son, then why did you abandon him?” Maya asked levelly, searching both their faces.
Both my parents cringed, and my mother looked away, her eyes glistening, as my father sighed and explained, “You should probably get comfortable as this is going to take a while. Maya, my dear, not to sound trite, but it’s complicated. The short answer is that Alex would have died if we had kept him with us; the long answer involves his place and responsibilities moving forward in the universe. I’ll tackle the short answer first, as it’s the easiest. The long answer involves all of you,” he said, affixing each of us with a serious look, “and will undoubtedly generate a lot more questions. Alex, if we could have kept you, we most certainly would have. But if you had stayed with us, you would have died in a horrifying way.” 
“Why?”
He continued, “I know this will be hard to understand, but please know that it is the truth. Alex, we have no real bodies, not anymore. What you see before you are just shells that we can inhabit. As Nova, we are the rulers of the space beyond this world, what you would call the stars. We are very old and very powerful, but all things in the universe have limits. The first thing you should know is that there are many of our kind scattered throughout the stars, far beyond those you can even see. Normally, if one of our kind has a child with a mortal, the child stays with the mortal and is raised by them. Most of the time, the father is never seen again, but the child grows up to do great things, or terrible things, as sometimes happens. You are an exception.
“How so?” I asked.
Mother put an arm around my father. “We are the only pair.” She kissed my father on the cheek. “All of the others are male and live alone. But one day, many centuries ago, your father found me and we fell in love. But instead of just giving me a child and leaving, he gave me a choice - I could stay on my world or I could join him for all eternity, I chose him.”
Rosa stepped in. “Wait, you’re from another world?”
She smiled back. “Yes, I am. There are, in fact, many worlds out there. But it would be best if we left it at that for now.”
Father continued, “As we were saying, I chose to share my powers with your mother, but it didn’t quite go as planned. Instead of sharing them, I ended up splitting them right down the middle. I retained my powers over the physical plane, but your mother now controls everything of the magical realm. But to be honest, it’s not so bad. The other Nova, on the other hand, feared this outcome and vowed to never let it happen to them for fear of losing their own powers.”
“So they would give up a chance at love just to retain a bit of power? That seems rather sad,” Maya said.
Father sighed, “I know, and it is regrettable. Don’t get me wrong, they are all very good men and do their jobs without question. But we still have not answered your question. Many years passed before we decided to have a child, and looking back, I feel like a fool. We had completely forgotten what we were that day. Alex, if you were born without a body, your soul would float forever, unable to even pass on to the afterlife; we could not let that happen. Unable to stop what was coming on our own, we were forced to turn to the one group that we despise the most, the gods of this world.”
“Why do you hate the gods so much?” asked Lin.
Mother smiled at her. “It's not so much that we hate them, it is more of a inane disgust. We Nova created this world, but they claim the credit; we created the sun, but they say it’s theirs, and so on. Yes, they have powers and most of them are vastly different from ours. But they need followers to draw their strength from, we don’t. Unlike them, we will never age, never tire, and never die, yet they think themselves superior just because they roam the world more freely.”
My father continued, “But we needed their help, and after some rather humiliating negotiations, they agreed to help.”
“What sort of negotiations?” I asked, leaning forward in my chair.
Mother frowned, “They demanded more power over the forces of magic, to make themselves more impressive to their followers. But no matter how humiliating it was to be laughed at by the rest of our kind, it was worth it. They upheld their side of the bargain, you were crafted a body and a chance to live. But that was only half of our struggle; as Nova, we have our own laws we must follow, one being we cannot show ourselves to you until you come of age, which for humans is your twentieth birthday.”
“I don’t understand.” 
My father answered, “It is not a law without reason. Undoubtedly, you have noticed your powers are growing more and more each day since your last birthday. This is because it takes that long for your body and mind to grow and adapt to the powers you possess. Before the law, some fathers would visit their children, and just the act of being close to them would activate their abilities prematurely. This release of raw power would almost always kill the child outright, or in some cases, cause permanent insanity, and that is why we were forced to stay away from you. But just because we had to stay away doesn’t mean we were gone from your life. We did everything we could for you, all of you, in fact.”
All but the twins seemed confused by that statement and were looking around in wonderment. But I didn’t really care, I was still processing what was just said. They left me because if they didn’t, I would die? I guess I could see that as a good reason. Even though they were hiding it pretty well, I could still tell they were screaming on the inside. As a parent, how do you cope with knowing that just being near your child would kill them? Mother picked up the story and continued as the maidens whisked away the second course of food that apparently I hadn’t even touched or noticed was even placed before me.
“Alex, we put much thought into your life. The choosing of your foster family for one thing was very painful. I wanted someone who would love and care for you where I couldn’t,” my mother revealed unsteadily, still daubing at her eyes regularly with the cloth.
“And I wanted someone who would teach you the skills needed for the rest of your life,” Father stated gently. “We settled on the Martins rather easily. In fact, they were everything we were looking for. Mr. Martin was an able smith who valued hard work, and Mrs. Martin was a kind woman who was also an able healer; two skills you have already needed. Their living in a dark elf community was a fortuitous turn of events as it prepared you to see their culture and people in a positive light. Nearly twenty years with the Martins also gave you a valuable education in what it’s like to be mortal. You learned what it’s like to skin your knees, to feel sweat running down your back, to have a girl you liked reject your invitation to a dance. You’ve watched friends die and babies born, and you’ve yearned to imagine a life greater than your own. None of these lessons would we have been able to offer you living as a Nova. Someday, if you get the opportunity to rule, these lessons will be more valuable than any fortress full of servants or vaults of gold.” 
“Now for the long answer…Alex, yes, you are a prince of the Nova and someday the woman you marry will be a queen.” He stopped and smiled meaningfully at Maya, winked and continued, “But you should know that there are no free rides in the universe, even for our kind. It is a common expression on every world in the galaxy that counts philosophy as an asset; ‘with great power, comes great responsibility’, and so the universe has tasked you, Alex, Maya, and your group of friends. One important thing you all should be aware of, the universe strives for balance in all things. Good does not always triumph, the hero doesn’t always prevail, and sometime the dark of evil is victorious; no outcome is certain. What is certain is that this world, right now, is currently locked in such a struggle. The individual known as the ‘Lifebane’ is the champion of evil in this battle and, if left unchecked, this world will lose all magic and be lost forever. You and Maya have been destined since before your birth to be the counter to this great evil.”
“The Prophecy,” Maya whispered.
“Yes, exactly!” He paused as both of them looked saddened. “Before we go further into the long answer, we need to confess that not only did we watch and monitor Alex’s life with the Martin’s, but we also had a hand in shaping the rest of your lives as well, some for the better we hope. But whatever hand we played, it was necessary to get you all to the point where you are today.”
We were all silent looking around the table at each other. Mother looked over at my master. “Rosa, my dear, I don’t know if you remember, but that horrible episode so many years ago when your family was attacked and your sister pushed you out into the river to save you, it was my voice you heard that day on the log telling you to head to shore. I am sorry for the years and the pain of loneliness that you were forced to endure for so long, but you are the only other real enchanter alive.”
Rosa was crying softly, her face in her hands. It was almost like our sensitivity to emotions were heightened in this place. I could feel the raw pain of her memories flooding back to her more vividly than even the first time she revealed them to me. I reached out through our link and did all I could to comfort her. Grateful for my presence, she mentally clung to me as I sent her memories of the good times we shared; cooking breakfasts for her, Nia in the mixing bowl, Maya and me waking up on the floor of the reading room after the First Day dance. Soon, she had stopped crying and was even laughing a bit. She then reached over and hugged Maya with all her heart.
“I am truly sorry, Rosa, but if I hadn’t pushed you to seek the shore, you would have died.”
She wiped away the rest of her tears and let go of Maya. “I understand you were acting to save my life, and I am very grateful. Alex has reminded me that while it may have led to the worst parts of my life, it also led to the best, and I would do it again to stay with them if needed.”
Mother smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Rosa, and please know that we will never ask you to be alone like that again.”
She turned her attention to Dawn and Dusk, shook her head and waggled a finger at them affectionately. “You two already know what I did for you.” They both bowed respectfully. “But I must say, I was rather shocked at the way you introduced yourselves and that you almost left two of my wonderful babies alone in the forest.”
Their faces fell, and they squirmed uncomfortably in their chairs. Immediately, they spoke in their eerie unison voice, “We are very sorry; please forgive us!”
She chuckled a little. “Don’t worry, I’m not mad at you, I’m just glad you both decided to stick around.” She then looked at Maya, but her eyes lost focus, and I knew she was speaking to Winya. “I’m sorry about my joke from earlier, I truly didn’t mean to offend. But, yes, I will admit that I was the one who talked with you and predicted you would again serve a queen someday.” 
“Then you have my humble thanks.”
Mother nodded respectfully before my father started to speak. “I, too, have interfered. Julia, the day your parents were attacked, I found you leaning against a young rowan tree. You had been stabbed and left for dead by the bandits who killed your family and stole the wagon that had been your home. You still have a healed scar on your right side that marks the wound, but you’ve never been able to remember where it came from. Anyway, when I arrived, you still barely clung to life. Even then, you were a survivor, an eternal optimist and a fighter, and I found great nobility in that. I sealed your injury but left the scar as a reminder. I checked on your parents, but they were beyond healing, so you and only you would survive. I carried you when you were sleeping and placed you in the forest where the woodcutter who found you had been working every day. I watched over you until he arrived, even though there was no animal in that forest that would ever have dreamed of harming you. I am glad you have grown up to be a very powerful druid; in fact, that was why we were drawn to you in the first place. I am very proud of you.”
“Julia,” my mother added, “I am proud of you as well. I am sorry for what you had to endure at the orphanage, but ultimately it led you to Alex and Xarparion. You might be happy to learn that right after we had the opportunity to reveal ourselves to Alex after his birthday, an anonymous donor made a big donation to the village’s orphanage fund on the condition that Miss Stal be replaced immediately by a more compassionate caregiver. I believe Merilda Martin was the unanimous choice by the village elders.
Julia was in the process of drying her tears after the revelation about her past, but she perked up and smiled happily. “Mrs. Martin is in charge of the orphanage now? That is awesome! The others will be so grateful, thank you!”
“Lin,” Father explained, “I was the one who got the testing wizard lost so that he wandered around in the wilderness for three days before stumbling upon the remote farmhouse where your family lived. If that hadn’t happened, he would have missed testing you and gone on to the next village looking for candidates. You and Julia needed each other, so I put things in motion to make it happen.” She nodded, even as tears began to run down her face, but she looked happy. 
He looked at Maya; in fact, both of them did, then exchanged awkward glances. “Maya, I’m afraid it’s to you that we have the most to apologize for.”
She was looking very worried now. “For what?”
Father looked troubled. “For every force of good, there’s a force of evil, and we are no exception. But unlike the gods and man, we cannot face off against our foes directly. That is why we created the nebulia and our enemies created demons. And like us, they too know of the prophecy.” 
“We took great pains to hide Alex and protect him from being noticed by the evil. For the first twenty years of his life, they were unable to find Alex in the real world and unable to reach him in the dream world. Unfortunately, with Maya being born out of our control, she had no such protection, and the Lifebane’s seers and spies marked her as the likely Child of Darkness when she was barely out of the womb.”
“So why didn’t they just kill her then and be done with it?” Rosa interjected.
My father looked pained but continued, “Several reasons; prophecies are always cryptic, vague, and usually written by crazy old coots in a loincloth at the top of a mountain somewhere. The evil couldn’t be a hundred percent sure Maya was the Child of Darkness until the Child of Light appeared as well. If they took her life before the Child of Light manifested, the universe might just spawn another Child of Darkness to take her place, and they might not be able to find the replacement so easily. Also, the long life span of an elf versus a human was another problem for them; they had no way of knowing if the Child of Light would appear in Maya’s twentieth year of life or her three hundredth.”
He took a deep breath and went on, “So the forces of evil decided the best course of action was to allow her to live until such time as the Child of Light made his appearance. At that point, she would be expendable.”
“The assassins,” Rosa gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.
“Yes,” my father confirmed, “but that’s not the worst of the story. While the evil needed her body to survive to wait for the arrival of the Child of Light, they had no such care for her mind. It became their goal to break her spirit, her mental processes, and her ability to ever be a threat to them. Maya, your dreams, your nightmares, the relentless images of the undead - it was all due to them, and they nearly succeeded.”
Maya had slid her chair closer to mine so she could lean on me and I could hold her. I could see the rage in her eyes and feel the tension building in her muscles. 
“Was there nothing you could do to help her?” I questioned angrily, looking up from my attempts to comfort my dark elf.
My mother’s eyes softened and looked hurt when the tone of my voice registered with her. “We could not intervene directly; she was being watched intensely by the Lifebane’s minions for any sign of the appearance of the Child of Light. If our interest in her had been detected, it might have been the validation they sought that Maya was indeed the Child of Darkness, and they may have ended her existence immediately despite the risks.” My mother’s voice lowered to a bare whisper as she continued, “You’re right, Alex, it was unconscionable for us to do nothing, so in the end, we did the only thing we could. Maya, I sent you the knight.” 
Startled, Maya’s eyes flew wide open and she pulled away from me in anger. “Why…why did you make him look like Alex?” 
“I didn’t. The image I sent to your dreams was of a golden nebulia with a greatsword, similar to Alera’s protector. As nebulia are legendary defenders of the weak and innocent, even in your people’s mythos, I thought it would give you comfort and strength to persevere. The emergence of the white knight with the fearsome hammer and shield all came from within you. Your mind, in trying to defend itself, sought out its greatest bastion of hope and courage and somehow Alex was the answer.”
“But…how? I started getting those dreams even before he was alive!”
They both smiled. “To that question, we ask you this - how would even we know about the son who hadn’t been conceived yet? I know that this is not what you want to hear, but it’s the truth; we didn’t create the white knight in your mind.”
“But you know why it happened, don’t you?”
My parents exchanged uncomfortable glances. “We…have a theory, but we can’t prove it, yet.”
“And that is?” she demanded.
“Star-crossed lovers,” they blurted in unison, followed by a synchronized “huh!” from all the rest of us. “Well, that’s what humans call it anyway.”
“And what exactly does that mean?” I asked.
They smiled nervously, but my father answered,. “Please don’t misunderstand, the only reason we didn’t want to tell you is because we could be wrong, and that would be an absolute tragedy. But if you must know, each and every one of you has a string of fate that every creature with a soul follows like a thin cotton thread through a dark forest. For some, the thread leads them into the light.” He paused briefly and smiled at Alera. “And for others, it leads them into darker and darker places until there is no hope of redemption. Sometimes, if an individual is very fortunate, their string will meet up with other compatible strings, intertwine, and continue onward to their ultimate destination together. This can be a company of soldiers going into battle together, sisters or brothers in a family, or even a band of friends united for a purpose,” he said, nodding calmly at our group. “Typically, this intertwining is transient in nature - until the battle is over, until the family members marry and form their own family units, or until the mission is accomplished and fate takes them in another direction. But on very rare occasions, two strings will bind together so tightly that there is no possible way to tell where one starts and the other ends.” He pointed at Maya and me. “You two are almost a single strand as we speak; soon your fates will be so forged together there will be no turning back. Something like this does not happen randomly, it is one of the universes little mysteries that even the Nova are not privy to.” He reached over and gave my mother a kiss on the cheek, and I could see there was real affection between the two of them; in fact, I’m pretty sure if their fate strings were examined, it might be the same for them. “Anyway,” he continued, “back to the story. No matter when either of you would have been born, one of you would have found a way to get to the other. And in your relationship, that would seem to be you, Maya.”
“Me?” She looked from them to me.
“Yes, do you remember when you left your village? Do you remember talking to yourself? We do; you were contemplating going to another dark elf village far away, but instead, you felt a pull to wander aimlessly, living off the land, until you discovered Rosa. Coinciding with your leaving your home, Alex and his foster family were also on the move. You had no idea why, but you were compelled to be closer to him, the move to Xarparion was a step in that direction. But after a short while, even that wasn’t close enough, so you did the only thing you could think of to see more of the area, you volunteered to join the guard on patrols just to ease the itch you could never scratch.” My father grinned knowingly. “And tell me, Maya, which portal patrol did you end up going on more than any other?”
“Portal Seven, the Foalshead gateway,” Maya answered hollowly, her mind turning over every motivation and turn of events that seemed relevant.
“Exactly, and one more question; have you ever felt the need to leave on one of your patrols since you met Alex?”
She looked down at the floor and I could see tears falling and staining her suit. “No, I haven’t.” She looked up at me. “And I never seem to be able to get close enough unless he’s holding me.” Her voice cracked with emotion.
Seeing in her eyes what she needed, I got up, scooped her up and sat back down in my chair so that she was sitting across my lap with an arm around my shoulder and her head resting against me. “Much, much better,” she whispered in my ear.
Mother wiped away a stray tear that was running down her face. “I hope you will forgive us if we are wrong.”
“I don’t care anymore; I have Alex and he’s all I need.”
Father then looked at Nia, who was literally biting her nails, knowing she was the last one. I could tell that he was thinking about saying something about the attack on her people, but it appeared that he changed his mind at the last instant; maybe he sensed that she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet. “Nia, I know you have long wondered why you are not like other pixies. The truth is rather simple; you, young lady, are a wizard.”
Her wings and jaw dropped. “Whoa, what, Mister Alex’s Dad?”
“Just as Rosa said, you are somewhat of a throwback to the time before magic was split and segregated like it is now, back when wizards could cast any spell they could conceive of and handle.”
“So what does that mean?” she asked meekly.
He laughed, “Oh, are you thinking that this is a bad thing?” She nodded slightly and he smiled sympathetically. “My poor girl, there’s nothing farther from the truth! With age and practice, you will be able to cast almost any spell, aside from some of the druid ones, anyway.”
She looked sadly at the floor. “But I’m already almost three years old; I don’t have that much time left, twenty years at most.”
“And you are already forgetting what you are?” She looked up at him in puzzlement. “With the amount of magic you have, I would say you will live for a strong six hundred years, probably more.” Nia flew up near my mother’s face and watched as she smiled and nodded in affirmation.
Her eyes lit up as she darted over and hugged my face as she always does. “I get to stay with you forever!”
Nia’s maiden tried her best to get Nia back in her spot, but she was way too happy to go anywhere. Nia decided she wanted to sit on my left shoulder so she was close to both me and Maya, much to the confusion of all three of our maidens, who ended up standing rather close together, vying for the one spot.
Mother, who was laughing the entire time, finally calmed herself and clapped her hands together briskly to get everyone’s attention. “Ok, can we please move on to more pleasant conversation now? I don’t think my heart can take much more of this sadness.”
Almost instantly the mood in the room brightened, and everyone seemed to actually enjoy the wonderful food that was placed before us. I was even able to taste the last three courses of delicious, but still unidentifiable food.
The maidens were a big help; it seemed that two of them knew common and were able to rotate around the room and tell us what we were supposed to do with everything. I was pretty sure some of the items weren’t even from our planet based on the puzzled table talk between Jules and Lin; one vegetable tray even brought out the sketchbooks from their robes.
Dessert, on the other hand, was no mystery. Chocolate cake is chocolate cake no matter where you’re from, even if it did have fruit on top that looked like blue gemstones but tasted like a banana mixed with a strawberry when they melted in your mouth. And as I predicted after trying one, a certain six-inch tall super-pixie ordered an entire bowl of them. Surprisingly, her maiden smiled brightly and produced a large bowl, which she was apparently holding behind her back in anticipation of the request.
With the meal over, we were all feeling pleasantly comfortable. The plates and silverware were spirited away and the maidens helped each of us to our feet. My mom walked over and wrapped an arm around the healer, giving her a quick squeeze. “Alera, dear, might I ask that you stay in this wing? I would like to keep you close so your portal stays open without you having to open it again and again.”
Alera backed up and bowed formally, smiling brightly. “It would be an honor, my Queen.”
Mother then turned to Lin and Julia. “You two had better get going, though, I do believe the one you call Hons is searching for you.”
“How can you tell?” asked Lin raising an eyebrow.
Smiling, she said, “I’m an all-powerful being, remember? That, and I can see him out the window.”
Sure enough Hons was in the garden and did indeed appear to be looking for them. Now flustered and embarrassed, the two girls quickly rushed out the glass door held open by one of the maidens and into the early evening air.
Both of my parents ushered the rest of us out the door we came through and into the main hall. Once there, my mother left us to attend to something with the maidens. 
“Alex, what can you tell me about this place?” my father questioned jovially.
I looked around the room trying to find what he was referring to. Nothing really stood out that I hadn’t noted coming in; there were the same tapestries, etc.; I mean aside from the most gorgeous architecture and woodwork details I had ever seen, including all the books from Rosa’s library. But I was pretty sure he was driving at something not so mundane. So I switched to mage sight, and the effect was startling. My astonished eyes noted where rivers and streams of magic were designed to flow throughout the entire keep and far into the grounds beyond. Oddly though, while the banks of the magic rivers were present as well as some small residual traces of the arcane, the flow itself was missing…the river was dry! 
“Well, this is odd…it’s like someone turned off the magic.”
He clamped a firm hand on my shoulder. “That’s my boy! Well done, son, well done indeed. And, yes, you are absolutely correct. The magic has been turned off, and you are the one who needs to turn it back on.”
“Why me? Let alone, how do I do that?”
He smiled and wrapped one arm around my shoulder, careful not to dislodge Nia, his other arm around Maya and started steering us through the other wing and down a flight of stairs. “Like we said over dinner, events that happen on a world are not really in our control; but what’s on the world is, you following?” Maya shook her silver curls. “Ok, an elf analogy then…we Nova are the ones who build the garden, condition the soil, put up a nice fence around it, create flagstone walkways, provide good water, and make sure there is the right amount of sun exposure for the garden to thrive. The gods then come in and plant the vegetables, weed the plants, kill the pests, and manage the harvest.”
I thought about that for a second. “So…you don’t control where the magic river water goes, just how much is there?”
He squeezed us tighter. “Exactly! The gods control the where, and let’s face it, they’re idiots. Back to the water analogy…say the world is a bucket and water is magic. One of our jobs is to fill that bucket with water from an endless well. But every time a god uses their powers, the level of the water goes down and, worse yet, every time a magical creature is killed before its time, a small hole is punched in the bucket. See what’s happening?”
“I think I get it,” said Maya. “We’re getting to the point where you can’t fill the bucket fast enough to keep it full.”
“Smart girl! And you’re right, it hasn’t gotten to the point of no return yet, but the water is draining faster than we can fill it. Not much faster, but faster none-the-less. At this rate, we’ll be seeing the last generation of almost all magical beings on the planet. In 1000 years, there won’t be a single dragon, unicorn, or even pixie left if we can’t plug a few leaks.”
“So how does the evil Duke fit into all this?” I asked.
“In this case, the evil one is like a disease; his minions are destroying magical creatures in droves as you’ve already seen at the pixie encampment.” Nia made a pathetic little squeak on my shoulder, and my father’s face grew solemn as he nodded and continued, “Which feeds back into our bucket analogy and the loss of magic. Furthermore, he’s also killing humans and the other human-like races and turning them into undead, which robs the gods of this world, such as they are, of followers and weakens them as well. If he prevails, this world will someday be nothing more than a lifeless husk. 
We reached the bottom of the very long flight of stairs and were now faced with an impressively solid iron door that seemed to have withstood the tests of time rather nicely. Father let go of us and turned to face all of us. 
“Put bluntly, we need your help. Down here planet side, your mother and I don’t have the powers we have in the stars. It’s even hard for us to spend more than a few hours at a time outside these walls.”
“What do you need us to do?” Maya, Nia and I asked as one.
He smiled proudly. “There are two things that need to be done. The first thing is that the empty river channels of magic you saw must be restored, and this fortress is the key to that. Think of it as removing the top section of a dam so that more water can flow over. In truth, it’s not that difficult since it’s one of the main functions of this place. Unfortunately, when we left it in the care of the gods and humans they made a mess of it, and now it needs an enchanter’s touch.”
“The second thing, as you might have guessed, is to stop the villain who is putting all the holes in my bucket so-to-speak and stop him for good this time. No offense, Winya, you did a marvelous job last time.”
We all stared at him, not comprehending. “What last time?” I asked.
Now he was the one who looked puzzled. He shook his head and explained, “The Duke, the Lifebane, leader of the undead horde…he’s the same Duke that Winya killed.”
Maya let out a yelp of surprise as the bracelet on her wrist flared with light and heat, then changed into a sword and dropped straight down, clattering angrily on the cobblestone floor.
“He’s what? Oh, I am going to kill that sick, evil bastard again and again, as many times as it takes! This has gone from duty to a matter of honor. I’m sorry, Maya, if I startled you.”
We all knew Winya’s story and were rocked by the revelation; but after a few seconds of thinking, it was the only thing that made sense. He was killed at about the right time and he was a Duke, the dots lined up.
Father smiled at Winya as Maya cautiously picked her up off the floor and stroked the blade in a calming manner. “That, my girl, is the right response but don’t let rage get in the way of making a smart military decision.”
“Yes, sir! You are absolutely right, sir!”
“As you learned last time, just stabbing the Duke isn’t going to cut it. He has too much power for that to work anymore. He will just sink back into the darkness for a few years and come back even stronger.”
“How do we kill him then?” Maya asked, getting down to business.
Father smiled. “Well, hitting him so many times that he turns into a fine powder and then loading the powder into a tungsten carbide canister and launching it into a black hole might work. But if you really want to do it right, you’ll need this fortress and all its glory.”
“Meaning what?” a confused Maya asked. 
Smiling he turned and opened the large metal door. Inside was a very dusty room with two rows of wide, heavy columns running the length of the rectangular space. The walls had the remains of weapon racks, complete with old rusty swords and halberds, down the sides. There had once been some sort of grand ornate carpet stretched between the columns, but it had for the most part, turned to wool dust. 
My father sighed. “Pity, this was such a beautiful room once, looks like someone absconded with all the art and made it a warehouse. I had grown quite attached to the painting that once hung on that wall. Oh well, you’re not here for an art tour.”
He led our bewildered group between the pillars to the back wall. This contained a work of art that no one could remove. It appeared to be a painted mural showing a grand battle. On one side were warriors that resembled humans but looked like they had streams of light coming out of their backs, and they were in a pitched battle with what could only be demons - ugly misshapen creatures carrying huge broadswords. For some reason, I found the images to be disturbing, but Maya was inspecting it with fascination 
“The Queen always thought something was odd about this wall; she thought it was a door,” Winya added.
“It is, it just can’t be opened from this side, except by me and Alex.” He took my hand and placed it flat on the wall. “Son, reach out, you should be able to feel something. Do you feel it?” I nodded. There was indeed something in the wall, something metal. “Good, now turn it.” With a twist, the room was filled with the sound of rough stone rubbing on metal, and with a final clank, the wall parted and opened inward by an inch. Arcane blue light radiated from the crack.
“Come, this will help explain.” He pushed open the door, flooding the room with the blue light, which had the effect of a solid wall of magic smashing us in the face. “Sorry about that, forgot to warn you.” He smiled apologetically. 
It was obvious what was inside. Well, let me rephrase that, it was obvious what the room contained; what it did, on the other hand, was a complete mystery. Inside was a large round stone platform and hovering above it was a ten-foot tall, five-foot wide sapphire, and it was glowing…a lot. It was beautiful, but looking at it was like looking into the sun on a cloudless day. In front of it was a small raised solid stone table that came up to about my waist. Set into it was a empty triangle-shaped slot.
“Welcome to the heart of Sky Raven Fortress,” Father beamed.
“Did you really name it that?” questioned Nia suspiciously. 
“Well, no, but you probably wouldn’t be able to pronounce its real name.”
“Ahuh, you know pixies invented that con, right?”
“What is this place?” asked Maya, looking around. She walked up like she was going to touch the floating gem. Instantly, my mother flashed into sight and intercepted Maya’s hand gently.
“Maya, darling, best not to touch it; it would leave a nasty mark!” She smiled and beckoned her gently to rejoin the rest of us. 
Father grinned and stepped back so Mother could move up front and she began, “This is more my area of expertise now. As you can feel, this crystal is giving off an unlimited stream of magic. Think of this as the world’s well of magic and this,” she pointed at the slot in the stone, “is the problem.”
“There’s nothing there.”
“That’s the problem. That slot is for the key that unlocks the flow of magic for this world. Without it, no more magic will flow, leaving only what is already here. Normally, on a world with this much inherent magic, it takes several thousand years for the magic to dissipate even without extra inflow, but with the “holes in the bucket” as your father said, it’s draining away fast.”
“So what happened to the key?” asked Nia, clearly concerned.
“After the last great war, the nebulia weren’t needed here and this fortress was placed in the care of the mortals. These mortals were given directions never to remove it, but as time went on, they forgot the promise they made and soon only saw the fortress as a source of power. After a long and bloody war of their own, they decided to split the key into three parts and give one part to each of the three great races of the age. One was given to the dwarves, where it has always resided in the vault where they put it centuries ago. One was given to the elves, and the last one went to the humans of the time. We need you to retrieve them and join them together here where they belong.”
We looked around at each other. “So how do we find them after so many years?”
My mother pushed her long hair behind her ears. “Oh, we already know where they are, we are just unable to get them. These bodies of ours are barely better than a human’s, and we lack what you would call ‘life skills’. But as I said, the dwarves have theirs locked away in one of their underground vaults near their capital. The human one should be easy; well, in a sense…ok not at all.”
“So where is it?”
She sighed, “It's in Rosa’s black room.”
I thought about that for a moment; I had only heard Rosa mention the place once in passing, and then she changed the subject immediately. Using our link, I contacted her, “Rosa, we’re going to need an item that is in your ‘black room’; is that a problem?”
I thought our link was going to shatter from overload. “WHAT? Who told you about the black room?” I sensed extreme panic and downright fear coming from her as I tried to send her calming thoughts.
“I don’t want to be calmed! The black room is where I keep all the unusual and more important cursed items that Xarparion has obtained over the centuries. It’s another pocket dimension vault like the Enchanters Hall. It’s very large and very dangerous. For the past 200 years or so, I’ve just been throwing things through the doorway to avoid going in there. And now you want me to venture in there and actually find something? Oh crap!”
“I’ll go with you and help you look,” I volunteered.
“No, you won’t. It’s much too perilous for anyone but me.” And she cut our connection short as she continued to panic over the details. 
Shaking my head, I returned to the conversation with my parents.
“I doubt a bunch of elves will be fun,” Maya said teasingly, obviously carrying on part of the discussion that had I missed while talking to Rosa.
“Well, that’s the thing; the elves don’t have it.” Mother smiled mischievously at us. “It seems the dark elves took it away from them as plunder years ago. I do believe it is currently being used as a paper weight by their current King; it should be fun to watch you obtain it!”
I looked at Maya with a bit of a smirk of my own. As expected, she was stunned, absolutely stunned, in fact. “I get to go home?”
Mother leaned over and gave her a warm hug. “Yes, and you will both need to take off tomorrow to go get it.”
Startled, Maya looked into her eyes. “I’d love to go anytime, of course. There’s so much I want to show Alex, but we just got here. My troops aren’t finished with all the security sweeps and we need to do some specialized training.” 
Mother shook her head and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Maya, I have some upsetting news. The Duke has broken the treaty and is turning his army toward your people. If you both get some rest and leave in the morning, you should make it there in time to warn them.”
“How long until they get there?”
She smiled. “The lead elements are already near the Capital, but the real fighting won’t start for about five days unless something changes his plans. But don’t worry, you will get there in three, and don’t be concerned about the how, that’s our job. Right now, we need to get all of you out of here. Spending too long in here is not good for you and you all need sleep.”
Reluctantly, we were led back upstairs and into the main hall once again. Once there, we were greeted by Alera and three of the maidens from dinner. Alera stepped forward gushing with excitement, “Greeting again, your majesties.”
“Alera, my dear, everything is going well, I take it?” said Mother.
She smiled brightly. “Yes, the maidens have completed their preparations and the bed chamber stands ready. The maidens can take them up immediately.” 
Mother swiveled to face Maya and me. “You two aren’t being left alone until I get a hug from each of you. I need lots of hugs to make up for twenty years.”
She wrapped us both in a hug and we hugged her back. As she released us, we noticed she was crying again; she tried to wipe away the tears but couldn’t. “I’m sorry, but I’m so emotional with you both here; I think I’ll leave you two alone for now.”
In a flash of light, she was gone, leaving us with Father. “Don’t worry about her. You have no idea how happy and relieved she is that you both are here. Now come here, both of you; I need a hug as well.”
He got just that and even a kiss on the cheek from Maya. Chuckling, he took a few steps back. “Now, get some sleep you two and we will see you after breakfast.” And just like Mother, he vanished in a flash of light.
Leaving us no time to contemplate how they did that, the three remaining maidens approached us. “Please follow us; we have prepared a room for the three of you.”
With distressing normality, we again found ourselves following someone to an unknown location. But as it turned out, we were led to the top floor of the tower at the back of the keep, one of the towers with the large stained glass windows and the balconies. The stairway getting there were rather ordinary spiral steps, but we passed several closed doors as we went up. The maidens told us that those rooms had not been cleaned yet, but all were for the royal family, apparently meaning us.
The room at the top, on the other hand, was extremely clean and well worth the climb to get here. The chamber was enormous for just a bedroom, containing a bed that was nearly as large as Maya’s and mine put together. It was clad in silky blue sheets and blankets and had a ornately decorated canopy top, with fresh flowers tucked into slots in the upholstered sides. There were also several soft comfortable-looking chairs and a small table around the outside of the bed area. Two armor and weapon stands already held our armor. Bookshelves and armoires were tucked into various corners. The artwork on the walls looked to be paintings of natural settings, and a small fireplace crouched low on the wall not too far from the bed, burning logs on the hearth crackled merrily and gave off an aromatic scent.
Aside from the door we entered through, there were four others; two appeared to lead into dressing rooms and one was a washroom. The last was an expansive glass door that led out onto the balcony.
Maya whistled. “Isn’t this place impressive? It looks like a room for royalty,” she said in awe, as she looked around the room. Nia buzzed over to the back of one of the chairs and canted her head slightly.
“Maya, weren’t you listening? You and Alex are royalty!”
The three maidens bowed and the fox-headed one spoke in common, “Is there anything more we can do for you my Lord and Lady? We were instructed to provide for your every need until such time as your new body servants are trained. Would you care for some wine or a snack? Or shall we assist you in getting dressed now?”
I looked at Maya and she was definitely looking uncomfortable, especially about the help-in-getting-dressed part, and I really wasn’t looking forward to finding out exactly what that entailed either.
“Um, no thank you, you have been most efficient; I believe we will handle it from here,” I said, not really knowing what the protocol for this was. The fox maiden nodded and inclined her head toward the dressing room doors.
“You will find your bedclothes within. Enjoy your repose and your servants will be up in the morning to serve you breakfast before you depart. Goodnight, my Prince and Princess.” And the three of them backed out the door and shut it quietly.
“Well, I suppose we should change then?”
Maya nodded and Nia flew to her shoulder as they approached the dressing room door with the carving of a Lady on it, and I entered the one with the Lord figure. This closet was seriously larger than my room back in Foalshead. It was lit with a couple of strategically placed magic orbs and looked like it could hold more clothing than the combined total of an average village. However, in this case the shelves and suit hooks were bare, save for one. Apparently, my bedclothes consisted of a pair of very short pants made out of the same silky material as the sheets, and a silky shirt that was about three sizes too small as it really had to stretch to cover my arms and shoulders. 
Shaking my head, I hurriedly dropped my clothes, pulled on the bedclothes, and exited the closet. Looking around for the girls, I could hear muffled talking through the door and since it didn’t sound like they were coming out anytime soon, I took the opportunity to wash up and clean my teeth in the washroom. By the time I was finished, Maya and Nia were still nowhere to be seen, but I could hear a heated debate going on inside the dressing room. Finally I knocked on the door.
“Ladies, is everything ok in there?”
Suddenly, the door opened a crack and Nia was propelled through the opening like she was shot from a crossbow and the door slammed shut again. Stabilizing in flight after a few feet, Nia zipped over to me. I noticed she was wearing a pixie-sized nightgown made out of the same material as my bedclothes, and proportionally, even shorter than my own. Nia did a lazy circle around me and grinned.
“Mister Alex, you’re looking pretty good in that outfit.”
“Pretty exposed, you mean,” I said. “When’s Maya coming out?”
Nia got all toothy on me again and chuckled, “Possibly never! How do you like my outfit?” She laughed and did a mid-air pirouette.
“It’s pretty small, even on a small person like you.”
“Well, imagine the exact same amount of material being used on Maya’s night gown!”
I stopped as my mind attempted to imagine just that. Unfortunately, I think I forgot to breathe for a minute or so, and when my lungs finally kicked back in and sucked in a huge draught of air, I think a small amount of drool went along for the ride. Several minutes of coughing later, I finally got off the floor with bleary eyes and a sore chest.
Nia was nearly dying of laughter at my expense, and it felt good to hear her laugh again.
Finally the door to the dressing room opened a crack and Maya’s voice came through the opening, “Alex, turn off all the lights and get into bed; you too, Nia!”
“Oh, come on,” I protested.
“Do it or I’m not coming out! I’ve slept in trees that were a lot less comfortable than this closet, and I’m sure I’ll do it again.”
“Fine,” I sighed, getting Nia situated on a small pillow with a blanket, both of which were placed on the table next to the fireplace. Pixie tucked in the for the night, I went around and snuffed the magic orbs; and just to be thorough, I closed the curtains that were draped on either side of the glass door, so there wasn’t any moonlight. Crawling into one side of the bed, I called out. “It’s safe to come out now; all dark!”
“You better not be using that mage sight, either!” A few seconds later, I heard the door open all the way and Maya slid into the other side of the bed. “Ok, what’s this all about then? This bed and these clothes, if you can call them that; what are your parents up to?”
“I don’t know; a condemned man’s last wish before charging into the undead horde? Perhaps this is what all the fashionable Nova are wearing this year, or maybe they really, really want a head start on grandchildren, ” I said, only half joking.
“What are you worried about?” she questioned, ignoring the grandchildren remark. “You’re a prince of the Nova; you’re probably immortal anyway.”
“Not true, unfortunately. My father took me aside and explained it to me. While I have an extended lifespan like any wizard, you and I will cut, bleed and die like any mortal, at least until our service to the universe is completed. If our opponent can be killed, then so must we have the same risk.” 
“But he’s an undead necromancer…he’s already dead.”
“Well, we’ll just have to find a way to make him deader yet.”
Maya’s voice softened, “And how are you doing with all this? The whole parent thing, I mean. You just found your real parents and now they’re sending you off to save the magic kingdom; it’s a lot to take in.”
I thought about what she was asking. What did I really think about this anyway? “I don’t know. I mean, I know they’re my parents, I guess you could say I can feel it. But even though they’re my parents, they feel like strangers to me. I just don’t know yet.”
She slid closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder. “I can understand that and I think they understand as well. But they seem to be trying really hard, so I see no reason not to at least give them a chance. Besides, just from the way your mother was talking to you, I know she was heartbroken to leave you. No parent wants to leave their child.” She was silent for a moment. “After everything that happened today, I would very much like to see my parents again; I miss them.”
I wrapped an arm around her and felt padded sparring armor where there should have been lingerie. “You little cheat, you!”
She chuckled, slid closer to me, and whispered, “Alex, I tried it on and believe me, if I had worn that to bed, being this close to you with what you’re wearing, well let’s just say I would really like to face my father and mother with a clear conscious in a few days!”
I sighed and silently agreed with her. I gave her a hug. “You will. With any luck, they will be in the Capital when we get there.”
She snuggled a bit closer to me. “I think I would like that.” I was about to kiss her, but suddenly a small pillow was dropped on our faces, followed shortly by a damp pixie. Since there was nothing inappropriate to see anyway, I switched back to mage sight. Besides, I knew Maya could see as well in the dark as in the daytime anyway.
“Nia, what are you doing?” we asked.
She sniffled and said, “All this talk of families is making me sad.” A small tear fell on my face. “You two are the only ones I can call family now, so please let me stay with you tonight.”
Maya repositioned Nia’s pillow so it rested in the space between us. “Fine, you can stay here tonight, but no pranks.”
Nia smiled and wrapped her blanket firmly around herself. Maya propped up her own head with one hand and smiled warmly down at Nia for a bit, seemingly contemplating something, then looked at me with a glint in her eye. “Alex, how do you feel about children?” I will admit the question was quite a shock to me, seemingly coming out of nowhere, but then I noticed her wink and nod at Nia. Ah, now I understood.
“You know, I haven’t given it much thought.” Actually I have, a lot in fact. “But I would say somewhere around three or four would be great.” Maya smiled, her eyes shining; I do believe her number is a bit larger than my own. “But at least one of them would have to be adopted.” Nia looked up at Maya and me in confusion. “And smart, funny, and have a great personality.”
Maya nodded. “Yes, and maybe about six inches tall with cute wings, I would think. Now where in the world would we find someone like that who wants to be with us?”
Rivers of tears were running down Nia’s face. “You want me to be part of your real family?”
“Very much so,” I said.
“Besides,” Maya snickered, “Mother always told me that I should get a pet so I can get some practice at motherhood. A pixie has got to be way better than a bearded cave gecko.”
“I have a slight feeling I’m being used, but I don’t care, I have parents!” Nia hugged both our faces.
“Hold on one second,” said Maya, “there is a condition. An unmarried dark elf can’t have children; it’s one of the rules. So that means it won’t be official until Alex and I are wed; then you would be able to call us your mother and father. But the question still stands. Would you like to be our daughter?”
Her eyes were sparkling with joy. “Yes, please adopt me!”
We smiled. “Great, now everyone go to sleep!”
 



Chapter 7
Sleep was wonderful; the bed was even more comfortable than the ones in our Enchanters Hall. Somehow during the night, my dark elf maiden slid over to my side of the bed and cradled my head in her arms without disturbing the happily snoring pixie next to us. Sadly, this all ended as soon as the first rays of the sun struck the highest tower in the keep, as the twins and two nebulia careened through the door. Careened, because both dragons were carrying huge trays of food. Maya, of course, was awake and had her hand on Winya before the door was fully unlatched.
“Why are you two up and in our room?”
Dusk responded with forced enthusiasm after glancing warily back at the two nebulia, “Why, we have brought you your morning meal, my Prince, Princess and pixie!”
“Huh?” the three of us chimed in together. But neither the twins nor the maidens seemed to be listening as the nebulia clapped their hands sharply together and pointed. Almost as if stung by a bee, the dragon girls quickly set down their trays and retrieved small bed tables from under our bed frame, deploying them in a crisp well-rehearsed manner. Then they began setting them with utensils, napkins and finally the plates of hot food. It was obvious the positioning of every fork and spoon was being scrupulously observed by the watchful eagle and hound eyes of the stern-looking maidens. With everything in place, the twins earned a grudging nod, and the nebulia exited respectfully, bowing and leaving the girls alone with us.
“They’re finally gone,” they both gasped in unison and keeled over dramatically on the end of our bed in exhaustion.
 “What’s going on?” asked Maya.
Both of them rolled their eyes, and Dawn yawned and answered, “Last night you both were brought up here to get some sleep; we were brought to the kitchen to start our training. Turns out that your parents are holding us to our promise to you.” Dusk elbowed her in the side, lighting up Dawn’s eyes. She waved her hands in the air and they got off the bed. “No, please don’t misunderstand, we love this opportunity! But we have talked too long, eat; we know you’re hungry. After you’re done, we have a lot of work to do.”
The food was great but, sadly, finished way too quickly. Then the twins had baths prepared for us which, unfortunately, also meant I had to get out from under the covers still in my abbreviated bedclothes. Dawn and Dusk, even though tired, still managed to summon up the ability to gawk as they walked around me in obvious delight.
“Dibs on Alex!” Dawn hissed, giving Dusk a glare of challenge.
“Sister, that is most unseemly of you,” Dusk retorted. “To be eager to do a job well is one thing, but to get shamefacedly giddy about it, is quite another! It’s much too perilous for you. I shall accompany Master Alex to his bath with the proper decorum.” Unfortunately, she ruined the entire high moral ground debate by giggling uncontrollably for a few seconds.
“Sister, dear one,” Dawn smiled evilly, “you have no concept of how perilous this is all going to get if you don’t stand aside.” 
“Enough, both of you,” Maya scolded as she grabbed them both by the arms. “I believe you are my handmaidens, not Alex’s; he’s a big boy.” 
“Yes, we can see that,” the dragons interrupted.
Maya paused, plainly annoyed; and then she stopped for a long moment, looked at me appraisingly, and snickered. “Anyway, as I was saying, he’s a big boy. I think he can take a bath by himself, so you will both attend me - where I can see you at all times!”
The spurt of energy left both dragons as they sagged tiredly and sighed, “Yes, you’re right, Mistress. Please forgive us, it’s the lack of sleep talking.” 
Back from the baths and with that awkward situation thankfully out of the way, we were asked to get into our armor. As I was putting it on, I noticed that someone had cleaned and polished both of our suits. Who could even have done that? Regardless, we got suited up and the twins escorted us down stairs and out the door.
Back in the courtyard, we both stopped and stared at the commotion around us. The wizards and servants were running all over the place, moving stuff, cleaning, hauling stones around, everything. The thing that really surprised us was that they were all smiling and laughing with each other as they worked.
The twins just shrugged as if the object of our surprise was a common fact. “Morale is on the rise. Apparently, the accommodations here are not as bad as you would have thought after four hundred years of neglect. Obviously, there was a lot of damage, but once the excavators dug everything out, they found that most things were still intact. Rosa claims there are a lot of enchantments still functioning in this complex. And, apparently, this place has some form of heating system that is fed by the large hot water spring. All the outbuildings have pipes that have warm air flowing out of them as well as others with hot water; the kitchen staff is simply ecstatic.”
As if she knew we were talking about her favorite things, Rosa came bustling around a corner, happy as a lark. She scooped both Maya and me up, she attempted to anyway, but the armor stopped her. Undeterred that she couldn’t hug us the way she wanted, she continued to bounce up and down, squealing in glee. “This place is amazing! There are so many new and wondrous things to discover and explore!” She was almost as happy the day she found me…almost.
“Wow! Slow down, Rosa, we don’t want an old lady to die from a heart attack,” Maya grinned snidely.
Rosa slowly calmed down. “Enchanters, ancient enchanters, were here before us. The beds are still here and as soft as the day they were new. The kitchen has a set of cookware that hasn’t rusted and rotted away, and don’t even get me started on the waterfall. Almost everything here has been enchanted with something. The only things that aren’t are the walls and the keep; but then they have very strange flows in them like your father said.”
I didn’t even have to use the link to know that she didn’t go to sleep last night, but she didn’t seem to be slowing down any, either. “Not only that, but everything here is a new enchantment for me. I have learned so much in one night; it’s exhilarating!”
“We thought you would be impressed,” came a voice from behind me. I spun around and found both my parents standing there. Father looked me over again and smiled. “I see you’re both outfitted and ready to go. I take it you both remember where you need to go, correct?”
Without hesitation, Maya stepped forward beaming. “Yes sir, we do; we’re heading to the dark elf capital.”
He smiled. “Maya, please, there is no need to be so formal with me.”
“Sorry. But I thought of another question last night; what happens when the magic runs out?” she asked.
Father frowned. “Now that’s a bit of a hard one to understand. Put plainly, no more magic, no more magic creatures.”
This shocked all of us. “We die?”asked Nia.
“No, you won’t die. But without magic, new generations of magical creatures will slowly shrink down to nothing. Not because it kills you, but because it makes reproduction almost impossible. The only ones who will thrive are the humans because they aren’t reliant on magic to function. I know of one world, the inhabitants call it ‘Dirt’ or something, that is a prime example of what happens when the dark wins over the light. Right away, an age of death washed over the land. When it finally ended, no magical creatures were left. The fools even hunted down and killed the wizards of their own kind, leaving no trace of magic. But life itself went on. However, once all the magic was gone, even the clueless humans realized something was missing from their lives so they sought to find meaning in their paltry existence by creating puerile religions…over 4000 of them on one planet! Most of them either mistrust or downright hate the others. The wars, petty politics, famine, corruptions of the soul and general disheartening conflict were never ending; it was an incredible mess! I took your mother there for a couple days once just to show her the place, and she was so upset afterwards, she could barely speak for weeks!”
“That sounds awful,” we all agreed.
He stopped and looked at our horrified expressions and forced a smile. “But don’t worry, nothing like that will happen here; that is, unless we don’t get you two on the road.” 
I looked around and noticed that Mother had slipped away somewhere during the story, but the cause of that mystery was short-lived. Panicked screams filled the morning air, followed shortly by our two stable boys sobbing as they came around a corner. Quickly spotting us, they ran over to us, dropped to their knees, and hung their heads, begging for forgiveness. “We’re sorry! We’re so sorry, we didn’t mean to!” they both stammered as tears ran down their faces.
I looked at Maya as we both knelt to their level. “What is this all about?” I asked.
“Mister Alex, Miss Pretty Elf, we’re so sorry! We heard rumors that you might be leaving this morning and we wanted to show you that we were grateful for your trust in us. So we got up early and started brushing and cleaning your horses and getting your gear ready; you know, food and other supplies. Your horses are so beautiful and amazing that we wanted them to look perfect. We were brushing their tails and we must have been brushing too hard because their hair lit on fire! We tried to put it out, but water wasn’t working, and by then, the fire had spread over the rest of their bodies. We’re sorry; we didn’t know what else to do so we ran to find you!”
Maya got wild-eyed with panic and jumped up to race to the stables, and I wasn’t far behind, but a large hand clamped down on each of us. “Hold up,” said my father. “There’s no need to rush, your mother is already working on it.”
“But they need our help! They could die any second!” Maya said, her green eyes brimming with tears, but Father just smiled and squeezed our shoulders calmly, or maybe not so calmly since I could feel it through my armor.
“The horses are fine, trust me on this,” he told us. Most of us looked skeptical, but the two stable boys at least stopped crying and looked at us hopefully.
An uncomfortable minute later, my mother returned in a flash of light wearing a very pissed-off expression. Even though I don’t know her well, the raw magic emanating from her in stark angry waves gave me the chills. The object of her ire also appeared, with her hand firmly clamped on his ear. Naton Rad had apparently convinced or threatened one of the seamstresses into fashioning him a new set of Fire Tower red robes. He was attempting to put up some form of resistance to the ear hold but wasn’t having much luck from what I could see. Finally, Mother cast him into the dirt with an offhand flick of the wrist, getting his new robes filthy.
He boiled up off the ground furious, “What the hell is wrong with you? Stupid old lady! Do you even know who I am?” Naton demanded.
Her face took on a stony hue like it was chiseled out of white marble and her eyes burned with fire; and I mean real fire, with flames and molten lava! She raised a hand and pointed; instantly an ice blue bolt of lightning ripped down from the cloudless sky above and struck the ground at the fire wizard’s feet, showering him with even more debris.
“Enough!” Mother spoke calmly, but somehow the words reverberated off every surface around all of us, the effect amplified many times over and her voice took on a bristly electric tone that threatened to overload our brains if it rose any higher. “I will not tolerate this from the likes of you! The question is Master Rad, do you know who I am? Insolent worm, you are nothing to me, yet you have the overwhelming arrogance to backtalk the very ones who gave you your power? You misuse your gift to try and harm my son and future daughter and attempt to delay their efforts to save this world!” Her eye flashed even more dangerously. “And on top of it all, you would have killed two innocent young boys. Do you have no care for the lives of others? Are you so supremely arrogant that you feel entitled to play god?”
Naton dusted himself off in a casual manner and glared back at her, replying, “They are just servants. Who cares what happens to them.”
Instantly, a glittering golden great axe appeared in her hands, and with a thought, Naton was driven to his knees in the courtyard, apparently unable to move. “Wrong answer,” she hissed and raised the axe into the air with almost no effort. But just as she was bringing the massive blade down, someone shouted and her blade stopped a mere few inches from his head. We all looked over to see Captain Higs running up, out of breath. He must have been roused out of bed as he was shirtless and just wearing pants and no shoes. 
“Wait,” he said again, “you can’t just kill him. That is something only the Headmaster or the King of the wronged kingdom can order!” He looked around at us for a second, embarrassed. “And now I just realize how stupid I am; both the Headmaster and the King are here. Well, have fun in Hell Naton; we won’t miss you!”
But before she could raise the axe again, Father placed a hand on her forearm. “I don’t believe death would be the proper punishment, dear.”
She looked disappointed for a second before the axe vanished from her hands. She then turned to look at Naton with bright, very scary smile. “You’re right, I have something better. She took a breath and stated formally, “Naton Rad, a wizard with no intelligence, no sense of duty or loyalty, and most of all, no compassion is an abomination. Those two young boys, whom you so callously look down your long nose at, are worth one hundred of you…so be it!” And the sky resonated with a thunderclap, and it was over.
I looked at Naton who was sitting on the ground; the only difference I could see was that, instead of the luxurious red robes he had been wearing, he was now outfitted in the shabbiest of peasant clothing. He stood up red faced and looked around sneering.
“That’s it? All these stupid theatrics and all you did was to take away my robes? Ha! Big deal. I’ll have a servant make another set even if it takes her all night. Tomorrow I’ll be back and running this place,” he crowed. 
Mother simply smiled, but Rosa’s eyes widened in surprise. 
“She took away your magic…like, all of it!”
Naton grinned contemptuously and extended his hand willing a fireball into it - and nothing happened. Suddenly panicked, he tried again, and then again.
“You will never again cast a spell as long as you live,” Mother said without pity. “But don’t worry, I’ve given your powers to someone who will put it to far better use than you ever would. This world needs a new cadre of fire wizards who do not abuse their gifts and who remember whom they serve. As for this,” she said, indicating Naton, “now he is just a weak, pitiful, ordinary human with no real world skills, and he has to learn to survive among the very people he so recently despised. Good luck with that. Captain Higs, please get him out of my sight.”
Higs gestured to one of his guardsmen, who hauled a mute, dumbfounded Naton away toward the servants’ quarters. However, before the two of them got more than five feet away, a seemingly defeated Naton screamed and snatched a long dagger from the belt of the guard. He turned and ran at my mother, the dagger extended high and then sweeping down in an attempt to bury the point in her chest. We all watched in horror as the razor sharp tip struck her breast with Naton putting all his rage into the strike. 
Immediately, there was a blurring of sorts and the knife stopped without breaking skin; the former fire wizard’s forward momentum stopped as well. Time seemed frozen for a second, and then Naton’s form seemed to become translucent, like a soap bubble. I watched the panic in his eyes as even someone as stupid as he came to the obvious conclusion that he had made a grave miscalculation. I glanced at Maya, Nia, and Rosa and they all had the same look of horrified fascination, unable to fathom what was happening. All I could tell with my mage sight was that whatever made Naton, Naton was being eroded away, both his physical and mental molecules releasing directly into the ether. Finally, with a soft ‘pop’, the bubble lost cohesion and burst, leaving no trace; not even his clothes or the dagger remained behind.
“Wh..where did you send him?” Nia stuttered, shaken even though she hated Naton passionately.
My mother smiled, a gesture that conveyed no warmth or even humanity; rather it was the glint of the sun off a glacial shelf, cold and lifeless. It was a reminder even to me that despite the love I could feel from her, she was by no means even remotely human, and it sent a shiver down my spine. 
“Why, I didn’t send him anywhere, little one. Naton Rad has simply ceased to have ever existed. In the span of an hour or less, even those of you here will not be able to recall his face or remember his name. All writings, paintings, or drawings bearing any trace of his passing will be forever altered to exclude his presence. His own mother and father will forget he ever existed. He is forever gone…extinct.” Mother shrugged, and her eyes and demeanor returned to normal. She took our arms and led us a few steps away from the site. “What a waste…oh well.” She smiled warmly at the rest of us who were still in shock. “I’m sorry you had to see me at my worst, I normally hold my temper better than that.”
“Naton had that effect on most people,” Nia commented cautiously, looking at my mother with more than a little respect and awe.
Maya, not really being a magic caster nor very sympathetic to idiots, snapped back to her practical side faster than the rest of us. “But what happened with the horses?” she said very worriedly, looking at my parents for answers.
Mother chuckled and waived it away. “Maya, they’re fine. In fact, I should have almost thanked the idiot in hindsight. I don’t think I could have found a better spell than blaze to imprint on them.”
“Imprint?” Nia said.
“Yes, dear, imprint. Here, let me show you.” My mother whistled a three-toned verse which was quickly answered by the sounds of hooves and panicked pedestrians from down the road. Seconds later, our horses sped around the inner wall and trotted up to us proudly. They were our horses alright, but they had changed dramatically. Their manes and tails were gone, replaced by burning blue flames that swayed in the breeze and could be flicked from side to side just like the real thing. Their hooves were also alight with the same flaming energy, and when they snorted, a puff of smoky blue pyrotechnics came out. But most impressive were the eyes, which were solid glowing arcane blue; basically, no one could ever again mistake these for natural creatures!
Mother walked casually over to the mare and affectionately ran her hand over her head and sparkling white coat. “An imprint is where an object or a creature,” she said, nodding at the stallion, “takes on an attribute of something they are exposed to. Alex, it’s really not all that different from the bond that you and Rosa share. When Naton Rad cast the fireball into the stable, my two babies reacted to protect the stable boys, and they absorbed the spell into themselves, changing their very bodies to handle the magic.” 
The two boys shuffled back up with their hats in their hands, bowed respectfully, and attempted to apologize all over again, but Mother smiled and went down to a knee to talk to them face to face. “There is no need to be sorry. They were glad to help you; they like you very much and you take good care of them. Remember the lessons you have learned here today when you are older and become wizards yourselves. Now run along to the stables and get everything ready for Alex and Maya to leave; they will be there shortly.” The two boys looked at each other in a daze and then tore off to do as she requested.
She stood up and watched them leave with a tear in her eye. She reached over and ran a hand along my jaw and whispered, “Oh, how I wish I could have spent time with you when you were that age…I’ve missed so much.” Maya came over and joined me in giving her a hug that Mom held onto for a long time before finally gently pushing us away with a smile and wiping away a tear, She redirected her attention to the horses and indicated the flames. “Most impressive really. I was originally going to have one of the earth wizards or healers imprint them before you left, but I never thought a fire spell would work out so well.
“You mean you never did this before?” Maya said with some shock in her voice.
Mother smiled calmly. “Well, now that you mention it, no I haven’t. These are the only two in existence. But please come over here, dear.” Maya approached the horse and removed her gauntlets. Slowly, and with some trepidation, she ran her hand over the mare’s mane, her delicate hands disappearing into the blue foxfire. “The flames are cool to the touch…but what are they?”
Mother’s gaze fell upon the stallion and her eyes narrowed; he snorted and quickly turned his head away as if embarrassed, and she continued, “Oh, a certain someone decided that they weren’t going to tell you, and he is also now in a lot of trouble!”
“How could they have told us anything?” I asked, as Dawn glided up and started petting the mare, enjoying the cold sensations created by the flames. Dusk held back and was chatting quietly with Captain Higs, who was still standing in the group despite his lack of clothes. 
“Your druid friends,” Mother said. “These two even lied to them to keep this a secret for some reason. Whoever coined the phrase ‘horse sense’ wasn’t talking about these two!” The stallion nickered and blew blue fire out his lips but still didn’t look Mom in the face. “They’re called Vakhas, or Steppe Guardians, if you prefer. This sweetheart of a girl is Kaima, and the grouchy troublemaker over there is Somnus. But we’ve delayed you long enough, you both need to get on the road.” 
After a few minutes, and with the help of the stable boys, we got the warhorses armored and their packs loaded and ready to go. Maya and I mounted up as Nia took her place on my shoulder. Ready to head out, we started for the gate when we heard more shouting. We both sighed, fearing we would never get on the road.
But this time, the shouting was coming from Lin and Julia as they came running down the road. Neither was wearing her usual green robe, but was instead decked out in serviceable travel gear. Completing the look was a backpack with a wicked looking bone dagger strapped to the side. Of course, as soon as they spotted us, they slid to a stop in awe.
“Whoa! Do you guys know how cool you look in white armor and flaming warhorses? Why the heck do you have flaming warhorses?” Lin asked. Again, Somnus found something interesting to look at in the other direction, obviously hoping that he wouldn’t get blamed for this.
“We have no time, Lin, we’re already late as it is,” announced an impatient Julia, with a wicked look in her eyes. “Dibs on riding with Maya!” she shouted starting to throw her gear up on the back of Kaima.
“Whoa, hold on here. What do you two think you’re doing?” Maya demanded.
Confused, the girls looked at Rosa, who in turn looked a little guilty herself. “Sorry, I forgot to tell you I’m sending them along with you; you might need the help. And if either of you gets hurt, they both know a bit of healing that should keep you alive.”
The girls nodded, smiling broadly. “Your dad and Alera had us up almost all night. Your father was giving us lessons on healing that druids can do and Alera helped with the actual spells.”
I looked at them skeptically. “What does your Primus, Hons think about this?” I ventured.
Lin perked up. “Oh, he’s fine with it. We don’t have any druid teachers here, so there’s no one to instruct us anymore. We’ll just have to learn by doing.”
Maya and I sighed in unison, knowing perfectly well that we weren’t going to win this one. “Fine, you can come.”
Quite happy with themselves, the girls stowed their gear and got ready to go. What followed was a heated discussion that I’m pretty sure was in a rare dialect of mole rat, but anyway, Lin was now riding with Maya and Julia was on the back of Somnus with me.
“I’ll keep you all up-to-date on everything that happens here through the link; and talk to me every night, please don’t let me worry about you all,” Rosa pleaded.
We said our goodbyes and gave everyone a hug; even the twins were getting emotional on us. But soon we were on our way to the gate. Once there, we happened on a most peculiar sight. There was Darroth, red faced and arguing with a pair of donkeys - and losing said argument.
“Stupid, brain-dead asses, get a move on! Ugh, just go!” he shouted in vain as the donkeys just stood there stubbornly.
“Having trouble there, Darroth?” asked Maya with a mischievous tone in her voice.
He looked up at us before almost jumping out of his skin. “You two! Don’t ever sneak up on a dwarf with flaming warhorses! Why the hell are your horses on fire? You know what, never mind. If you tell me, I’ll probably just go back inside and break the rest of my hammers.” He glowered up at me. “You make a man feel small, you know.”
Maya guffawed, “And from up here, you’re even smaller!”
Darroth huffed, “Why, I never! You have a sharp tongue today.”
We all laughed. “Darroth, meet Somnus and Kaima, now that we know their real names.” Both warhorses bowed their heads to the flustered dwarf. “And where are you headed?” Maya asked.
“I’m told you both will be heading to the dark elf capital.”
Maya eyed him with a start. “Please tell me you’re not planning on going, too.”
He huffed, “Great dwarven beards, no! I don’t want to be anywhere near that much crazy. Nope, I’m heading to the dwarven stronghold, Bellrock Keep. I’m told that’s where you will be going after you’re done with the dark elves. Figured I’d see what I can do to smooth things along and have everything in order by the time you arrive, dwarven politics being what they are, you know.”
Maya laughed. “Yes, I’m sure that’s it, and the fact that there’s no ale to be found anywhere in this fortress has absolutely nothing to do with it, right?”
He huffed again, “How’s a smith supposed to find any inspiration around here with nothing to grease the wheels, as it were!”
“Ahuh…and who is going to stay here and keep the forge going? ”
“One of my old students who joined the guard made it out. He’s competent enough to sharpen weapons I would say, but not much more. Now, can we stop talking and get this stupid cart thing moving?”
Lin had gone over to the two donkeys and was stroking their ears and mumbling to them calmly. She scowled at Darroth and shook her head. “They don’t like you very much. You yell a lot and you don’t call them by their proper names.”
Darroth sputtered, “I’m not running a damn donkey social club here, and I don’t even know their proper names!”
“This stunningly gorgeous tan one is Miss Clara; the other beautiful girl decked out in black and gray is Lady Gemma, and if you promise to speak respectfully to them and go back inside and get a nice bunch of carrots from Rosa’s secret stash, these two jennies will be pleased to take the distinguished dwarf from Xarparion, and his ridiculously heavy cart, anywhere he would like to go.”
Darroth just stood there open-mouthed, with steam coming out of his ears, as Lin climbed up and Maya and I hastily launched the warhorses up the road, leaving a frustrated dwarf in the middle of the road to hash things out with Miss Clara and Lady Gemma.
Leaving Sky Raven took longer than I would have expected. The guards didn’t seem to have quite gotten the hang of operating the massive door yet, and all the ruckus with us leaving didn’t help their concentration, either. Hons was there and we shook hands solidly, and I asked him to support Rosa as much as he could. Maya was still handing out orders to a shirtless Higs, while he trotted alongside us all the way to outside the gate. The twins followed and waved, excitedly blowing kisses. 
One last look behind, a few last waves and words of encouragement, and we started our descent  down the mountain. 
 



Chapter 8
Relieved to be finally away, the horses settled into a comfortable pace. The two druids were chatting and pointing non-stop, excited to be on their first great adventure. Maya patiently took time to coach and acquaint them in dark elf society and customs. Fortunately, as in most agrarian societies or peoples who are deeply connected to the land and forests, dark elves revere druids. Maya was pretty sure the girls would be treated as celebrities by most of her people.
The Vakhas were clearly exhilarated, for once not tied down to the snail’s pace of foot traffic or worse yet, donkeys. They were able to really let loose and show everyone what they could do. I am no expert, but it appeared we were easily doubling the pace of a quality travelling horse, and neither of them showed the slightest fatigue, either. Nia, however, apparently found the rhythmic motion of the lope, with its three fast beats and pause, almost irresistibly hypnotic and quickly fell asleep in her niche on the shoulder of my armor.
Using our link through Winya as a conduit, Maya and I found we could communicate fairly well in our minds. This had the advantage of bypassing all the girls’ chatting and the clatter of hooves. The travel was easy; the road was a little choppy, but the Vakhas never wavered in their pace. Scrub plains and stone plinths soon became areas of scrub oak and bushes. Off in the distance, the green wall of a forest loomed. We stopped briefly for necessities and to grab a bite, then we were back on the road and the miles were flying by.
My dark elf’s helm turned toward me and canted slightly, and she surprised me.
“Alex, I have a confession to make. Winya relayed most of what you and Portia talked about that night. In my defense, it was primarily so that I could judge how much time I had to find you and get into position, but still I heard everything.”
Oh-oh! Like any male in this situation, I immediately tried to remember if I messed up in any way or said anything that could be misconstrued. Unfortunately, a lot of what happened out there in the woods was kind of fuzzy to me. Turning into a zombie is not one of those occurrences that most people want to affix permanently in their minds and savor and there were a lot of other points that were questionable as well. Guardedly, I went for the safe topic.
“Yeah, well, that revelation about Portia causing your dreams all these years must have been a lot to think about.”
“Yes, but I’m talking about the other part of the conversation where you said, ‘There is a chain of destiny forged between Maya and me that will never be broken, and our love will never falter even beyond death!’ Did you mean what you said?”
“Every word!” Travelling as we were with our helms on, there was no way to read her expression, so I took a deep breath and let it out. “While we’re on confessions, I have one as well. There was one temptation that Portia offered me that nearly had me, and I’ve been
thinking about it ever since.” I detected some alarm and sadness across the link. She was very quiet for a few moments, but finally she stated, “Alex, if you were tempted by the vision of Alera, you wouldn’t be the first male to be attracted to her, she is a very beautiful woman.”
“I wasn’t thinking about Alera.”
“Dawn then,” she guessed.
“No, not Dawn.”
“Well, I know it wasn’t thoughts about our adopted daughter, Nia! Was it?” she said, slightly alarmed.
“Absolutely not! It was before Winya even woke you, when I thought Portia was you. She was trying to persuade me to run away with her to the amber forests of Ayerhs, wherever that is. She/you said we should just get on our horses and ride away, just the two of us. Forget about the war, the undead, the Child of Light and Darkness - just be us.”
Maya was silent for a long dozen heartbeats. Finally, she tilted her helmet in my direction and thought. “So the son of the builders of the universe has self-doubts. That’s good to hear.”
“Huh?”
“That means you are still mostly human,” she explained. “Fear of failure, loss, defeat; those are all human emotions, as is love. That means you and I have a chance, at least in the short term.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, suddenly filled with anxiety.
“Alex, what happens when this prophecy runs its course and you are the victorious son of the Nova, exalted ruler of worlds beyond imagination? What happens to us? I am still a mortal, a mortal who will someday lose the appearance I have now and become an old crone. Why would you want to waste time on someone like me when you can travel the galaxy and have any woman you wish?”
“Maya, I have no wish to be anywhere except with you, and I told Portia the same thing!”
“I know you did, but did you ever stop to consider that, in a twisted sort of way, Portia may have been right? Let’s look at it another way, Alex. If it wasn’t for you being here, do you think your parents would be as interested in the life or death of our world as they are? In their
own words, they have told us there are many, many worlds like ours out there. This little planet is just a barely noticeable pawn on a much bigger chess board, pretty insignificant. And the people who inhabit this planet are like ants are to us, again hardly worthy of their notice.”
“And you’re concerned that I will feel that way at some point, also?” She nodded, and I pondered her words for a few moments before answering. “Maya, I don’t know where this road will lead us ultimately, but I seem to remember you promising to never doubt me again, and I would hold you to that vow. Whether we both live another hour or a thousand years, I will be here with you always. In my heart, I am still Alex Martin, blacksmith apprentice from Foalshead, and that Alex loved you before he ever saw your face.’ Riding abreast, I reached out and took her hand. “I love you, Maya; I will always love you.”

I’m pretty sure my ears picked up a small sob from within her helmet, and her head dipped for a moment and then bobbed back up. Finally after a very long pause, she replied. “Fair enough, Magic Boy.”
“Good, and as for my parents and the galaxy beyond, yeah, I’m still trying to come to terms with it all myself. I still feel like that bumbling trainee who had the audacity to ask the most beautiful woman in the world to the First Day dance.” That time, I could feel a wave of sun-like warmth over the conduit, and I got a mental nudge of approval from Winya telling me that Maya was satisfied with my answer and much, much happier.
Abruptly, Maya gave her mare a little more head and they shot out ahead of us, and I heard laughter from Winya.
“Hey, where are you going so fast?” I sent to the two of them.
“I’ve got to see a man about granting permission to marry a certain bumbling trainee, and I’m getting tired of waiting!” Maya called back, out loud, causing Lin and Julia to look at each other with puzzled expressions. Finally, they just rolled their eyes and went back to their chatting after I caught up.
After making excellent time to the bottom of the mountain, Lin broke out a map and guided us to where the old trail intersected the road that should lead to the dark elf capital. When we got there, we expected the road to be overgrown but, in fact, it looked as if it had seen recent use and repair.
“Stay alert, people; I don’t like this very much,” said Maya.
“I would have expected this road to be long gone by now. I wonder who is maintaining it?” Winya broke in.
As we trotted on, Maya stopped at times to study the road surface. Finally, she called a halt, got off her mount, removed her helm and gauntlets, and knelt down to examine some tracks in the road. She repeated this a few yards away and poked at a lump along the trail with a stick, and then she got up frowning.
“What?” I asked, mystified at what she was doing.
“Human light cavalry, eight to ten riders, yesterday afternoon. There must be a human village or a large working farm nearby,” she said, dusting off her hands. 
“And you can tell this from looking at scuff marks in the dirt?”
Maya smiled at me and gave me one of those looks which says, ‘I find you adorable even if you are stupid.’ Then she explained while she replaced her armor. “These tracks were made by shod horses, riding in a loose but constant formation; we elves prefer our horses ‘barefoot’, and it certainly wouldn’t be undead riding them. The hoofprints are fairly uniform showing healthy, well-trimmed hoofs, which speaks to them having a unit farrier or skilled blacksmith or both. If the human riders were individually responsible for caring for their mounts, there would be variations in condition. Also, these animals were not laden down with heavy camping gear or supplies. Their horse apples tell me that they primarily eat grain and hay, with some bedding straw in there, so they probably spend their nights in a stable, somewhere within a few hours ride of here.”
“Wow! How did you learn all that?” 
“Horses are easy; try tracking a Lisping Wral Cat through the forest at night. Come on, we’d better get going,” she grinned.
As night was approaching and Maya really didn’t want to lead us into the forest ahead in pitch blackness, we decided to make camp. Besides, watching the two girls painfully dismount, I had a twinge of guilt remembering that they weren’t used to riding all day and I’m sure they were saddle sore. We pulled everyone back from the road a few hundred feet, finding a sheltered cove created by some scrub oaks that were looking lonely. After a cold supper of packed biscuits and trail bacon, I made some hot tea by heating a pot without fire and we quickly settled down for the night. 
“Somnus says he will guard the camp while we sleep,” Jules announced. “Apparently, he feels guilty about something,” she said pointedly, glaring at the big horse, which again hung his head and looked away. I was actually starting to feel sorry for him; this was probably going to be a long trip for him facing the wrath of the two druids the whole way for lying to them. 
Maya and I stripped off our armor and laid it out carefully for quick retrieval. Cleaning up quickly, we climbed under the blankets we had spread out. The night air was cold, and it looked like about a million stars were lit up for the show. Lin and Julia were already fast asleep snuggled next to each other under their own coverings. I took one last grateful look at the dark elf nestled against my chest, and was rewarded by a lingering kiss. After sending Rosa a quick ‘all is well’, I drifted off.
An hour or so before dawn, I was nudged awake by a finger on my lips. Maya was already in a deep crouch above me, holding Winya as a sword, her head up listening intently.
“What is it?” I whispered.
She was silent for a long moment. “A battle, I think. Someone is attacking a caravan; I can hear panicked horses. Suit up, I’ll wake the girls.”
I stood up and pulled on my leather undersuit, still listening to the night air and trying to make as little noise as possible. With my human senses, I couldn’t hear anything but the night breeze through the scrub oaks, but Somnus and Kaima were both fully awake and already wearing their unicorn barding. They alertly faced the road ahead of us, their big nostrils sucking in large amounts of air and testing it for danger. With the leather suit on, I simply widened my stance, extended my arms, and willed my armor to rise and clamp on. With practice, I have this process down and it takes me less than a minute. Maya, of course, had dressed conventionally; but due to much better design, her lighter, more maneuverable suit literally pulls on and snaps down in an instant. It takes her longer to put on her undersuit than the armor itself. I would have loved to watch, but I was too busy directing my heavy suit in the final sealing process.
Lin and Julia were hurriedly gathering up the bedding and camp supplies. Gone now were the giggly girls from yesterday’s trip; right now, they were all business and were surprisingly competent at it. Lin saw me assessing their work and whispered, “My father is a forest tracker for the local constabulary. With seven daughters and no sons, we all learned how to get him on the trail quickly.” 
I nodded and finished attaching the last of the gear to the backs of the Vakhas. Nia had already suited up as the “Combat Pixie” as Maya joined us from the outer edge of camp where she had been listening. We all grabbed a few gulps of water from a skin and mounted up. 
We rejoined the road in a few moments and pounded off in the direction of the sounds. After about five miles, even I could start hearing the din of battle; sword upon sword and screams of the wounded, some of which sounded like women. The warhorses didn’t hesitate about travelling in darkness, but their magical nature probably let them see as well as Maya anyway. Unfortunately, before we could close with the battle, the road narrowed, entering a heavy section of woods where we would lose most of our advantage with the warhorses. Maya hissed and slid off Kaima at a run, instantly vanishing into stealth mode through the trees. Not willing to let my dark elf go into battle without me, I threw a leg over and dropped to the ground as well. Looking at the girls I whispered, “You two stay back with the horses; there’s no room for them to maneuver in these trees, and it shouldn’t be anything we can’t handle. If we don’t return, change into birds or something and get back to the fortress.” With that, I grabbed my shield and hammer and sprinted down the road. Nia flew above and just behind me.
The few hundred yards were covered in a handful of heartbeats and rounding a small bend, the scene unfolded to my mage sight. As Maya had predicted, there were three large, elongated flatbed wagons attached to teams of four horses. None of the wagons were going anywhere; someone had thrust tree trunks through the spokes of the rear wheels, smashing several spokes in the process and grinding each of the wagons to a complete halt despite the efforts of the panicked horses and their drivers. Each wagon had several women and children in homespun clothes huddled up front near the driver’s seat and a few armed men trying desperately to protect them. The defenders seemed to be a mixed bag of ordinary farmers, using simple wooden agricultural tools like forks and scythes, and some lightly-armored, uniformed men with cloaks and swords in the forefront. There couldn’t have been more than five or six left, and another went down as I approached. The attacking force was harder to define. Humanoid in shape, there appeared to be thirty or more of them taking advantage of the trees for cover, with the wagons taking up most of the roadway. They darted in, savagely attacking with swords or just their bare hands and then backing into the trees for a few moments. There were numerous cries of fear and pain from the women and farmers, but the uniformed men and their attackers were nearly silent save for the clash of blades. 
Three attackers rushed the first wagon, and my mage sight registered three crossbow bolts strike them in the foreheads simultaneously as if fired from the same weapon. The steel rods passed through flesh and bone and still had enough force to careen off into the woods beyond, lost forever. The three were dumped backwards on their butts; but incredibly, all three got back up on their feet, shook off the damage, and faded back into the woods, regrouping to rejoin the battle.
“They’re vampires!” Winya hissed angrily. “Oh, and Maya says to tell you it’s about time you got here, slow poke! She is joining the fight for real now!”
Vampires, huh? The last time I fought one, it was with my bare hands; let’s see how things go when I have my hammer. Using my mage sight, I was able to see that this new information didn’t faze Maya at all. In fact, it just pissed her off more; these guys are so dead! I noticed a white whirlwind of magical Winya blade dash into the forefront of the fight.
The first vampire I hit didn’t even see it coming; my hammer impacted hard into the side of his head and it didn’t even register on my hand that I had hit anything. But his cranium exploded nicely on impact, sending bits of flesh and blood through the air. Without losing the momentum of my swing, I redirected it into the midsection of the next in line, sending him flying somewhere off behind me, leaving most of his heart muscle still attached to the wicked spike of my hammer. By now, the group of attackers had noticed Maya and me and were realigning themselves to attack us instead of the farmers; we didn’t mind in the least.
Yes, these were definitely vampires. I didn’t judge them to be as old as the one Winya and I had killed in Xarparion, but they still had all the equipment - long bright fangs and superhuman strength and speed. Most of that equipment didn’t help them much against our armor; they couldn’t bite through it, and those stupid enough to hit us with their fists, found out the metal could shatter bones as effectively as my hammer. Maya, of course, was more lightly armored but she had the advantage of Winya. She blazed through the bloodsuckers like the angel of death sword dancer that she was; I lost count of how many limbs I saw flying before I returned to business.
I took down two more rather easily before a couple of smarter ones jumped on my back and attempted to rip off my helm. On a normal knight, that might have been a winning tactic; but they failed to find a seam in the few seconds they had before I reached back and grabbed them, one in each hand, and brought them together violently in front of me. Momentarily stunned, they dropped to the ground and, deactivating the lightening enchantment on my boots, I brought my full weight down on their skulls, which buried the pulped mess a foot into the ground. As I learned with my fight at the academy, regeneration is fine, but it doesn’t help if you have no head left.
My passive mage sight showed me that the uniformed defenders had shrunk back away from us and were up on the wagon beds, protecting the women and children. But most of it wasn’t necessary as the few vampires that were left were concentrating on staying alive against my, and especially Maya’s, onslaught. Part of my brain noticed, and my nose confirmed, that there were a number of them down to smoldering husks as Nia’s fireballs were raining down on those still hunkered in the woods. Oddly, the flames were only affecting the enemy, not the trees.
Finally, the last four vampires decided the odds were no longer good and started to run away from us down the road. A poor decision when you consider that, while Maya’s steel crossbow bolts might not be able to kill them, they could certainly take out a knee long enough for my dark elf to reach them in person. And she did; like a badger in a henhouse, she tore into them, leaving only pieces in her wake.
I ripped my spike out of the chest of the last vampire I was working on, exploding his ribcage outward just as Maya and Winya severed the heads of the last group on the road. The area around us was one of total carnage and blood. The fight at the academy was nothing like this; vampires are more than just bone. But again, it didn’t seem to bother me and Maya seemed genuinely thrilled.
Maya came over to me, her shining white armor more red than white; and while I couldn’t see her face with the helm on, the sultry walk spoke volumes. “How many did you get?” she asked playfully, wiping Winya off on one of the bodies.
“I didn’t count…eight or nine, I suppose. You?”
She stomped on the head of a vampire that appeared might be reforming slightly. “That makes fourteen; try keep up, Magic Boy!” 
“Hey now, that last one wasn’t fair, he was already dead!”
She just chuckled and swayed her hips even more as she walked. The warhorses had advanced up the road and were now joined by two large snow wolves that could only be Lin and Julia. Nia flew over and landed on my shoulder but didn’t remove her armor.
“Um, guys, aren’t we forgetting something?” asked Nia.
Maya and I looked at each other and suddenly felt rather stupid. “The caravan,” we said in unison.
The horses stayed were they were, but both were snorting blue fire from their nostrils and prancing up and down, blue flame gushing out from under their hooves with every stomp. Apparently, they had caught the scent of vampires and didn’t like it one bit! Lin and Julia stayed as wolves and walked with us up to the still-stunned defenders who were milling about in a confused manner on and alongside the wagons. The slightly larger of the two wolves, which I took to be Lin, growled beside me as she eyed the survivors. Several of the farmer types took a few steps toward us still holding their pitchforks and rakes, whereas the uniformed, armored, and cloaked defenders seemed to shrink back even farther. Some of them were even eyeing the woods behind them, which I found very strange behavior, and Lin’s low ominous growling continued.
Nia said quietly from my shoulder, “The girls say that the ones in front of us are human, but the ones in armor are vampires. But they don’t smell right; they don’t smell of death like the other attacking ones did.” 
“Vampires!” Maya exclaimed, readying Winya and tensing for action. 
The farmers took another step forward and hesitantly raised weapons as some of the women in the back of the wagons sobbed and covered up the faces of the few crying children who were left. An older man, whose posture spoke of many years of hard work and ordeal, stepped to the front of the group. The humans were dirty and their clothes soiled, but they did not appear particularly fearful. I eyed the old man, being familiar with his type from working for them at Foalshead, and I could see grave determination in his eyes.
“Please, Lady Paladin, we beg you, don’t hurt our liege Mistress and friends!”
“Huh?”
“Maya, hold up! I have a feeling there is more to this story,” I said. Sheathing my hammer, I reached up and removed my helmet.
“But, Alex, they’re vampires! These poor people are blood slaves; we need to save them,” Maya growled.
“Yes, Maya, they’re vampires, and you’re a dark elf, and the twins are dragons, remember,” I sent through Winya.
“We are not slaves, Lady Paladin! We are free farmers and working folk,” the old farmer protested, his hands out in front of him.
Winya disappeared into Maya’s armor as she stomped angrily and ripped off her own helmet. Clipping it to her belt and throwing her hands in the air, she faced me. “That’s it! I’ve been called a paladin, twice; my life is over!” She glared at me. “Just so you know, I blame you for this.” Normally, most people would take it as a complement, but for those who have actually had to deal with paladins, it’s the worst insult you could imagine.
The farmers now looked confused beyond redemption, and I heard some muttering in the back, “A dark elf paladin? Who ever heard of such a thing? Why, I never thought I’d see the day!” Maya must have heard it, too, as she growled loud enough to make the giant wolf next to her cringe.
The older farmer looked at us and then back to his group and shrugged. “So you’re not paladins?”
“No!” shouted Maya, rounding on him in disgust. “What in the world gave you that idea?”
He pointed at us. “Um, well, you’re both in white armor with white weapons, riding flaming white horses with white wolves as pets?”
She whacked the side of my arm with her armored fist hard enough for me to register the impact; to everyone else it must have sounded like a ballistae bolt hitting a gong as they all jumped. “You thought of everything else, but you didn’t realize what we look like? Someone get me a pail of paint!”
The farmer was still confused. “Then why save us?”
Maya re-centered on him, still exasperated. “Because we’re good people and that’s what we do. Now, more importantly, do you really trust them?” She pointed at the vampires behind them.
All of the farmers nodded. “We have trusted them with our lives since we were born, and our fathers, grandfathers and great-grandfathers before them, and they trust us with theirs.”
Maya looked at me and I knew what she was contemplating, but I nodded to her, and I think Winya helped out a bit as well. She sighed, and I detected a small portion of disappointment as she turned back to them. “Fine then, I’ll take your word that everything is alright. I hope you all get where you’re going safely from here.”
We had turned to leave and return to our mounts when one of the shrouded vampires stepped in front of the humans. “Please wait!” We stopped and faced the female voice. The figure pulled back her hood in a regal motion, revealing a pale, blonde woman who looked to be in her early forties. She was neither tall nor short, but she carried herself like nobility, and she had icy blue eyes and a voice that seemed trained for authority.
“Please, could I ask for a moment of your time to explain our situation?” 
I looked at her curiously and nodded for her to continue. The whole situation was actually pretty intriguing. Vampires living in harmony with humans?
“First, let me express our sincere gratitude for your timely aid and introduce myself. I am Belrothe Honalde of the noble Honalde family; we have claimed these lands as our own for over a thousand years.” She paused as if unsure how to continue. “I am also, as you have noticed, a vampire and leader of our vampire clan. Several centuries ago, the forbearers of these farmers lost their homes in an undead attack and we struck a deal with them that we still honor to this day.” She gestured at the farm folk and several of them smiled and nodded. “We would protect them and their families from the undead, bandits and other threats in exchange for blood. I can see the contempt in your eyes, young elf. Yes, we are vampires, but most of us didn’t have a choice in the matter, and like the living, we still remember the life we had before we ‘transitioned’. We still long for and enjoy the company of our loved ones, so in that sense, we are not that different.” She paused to take a deep breath before continuing, “Believe it or not, vampires who were good people - such as you claim to be - before being turned, don’t automatically become evil. Rather, it is the isolation from family and friends and the hatred that society bears them in general that drives them to apathy or madness. This arraignment we have with these farmers - they let us drink from them without fear of us turning or killing them - is a chore many of them find pleasurable. In return, we patrol the valley at night, keeping them safe, and they protect us when we sleep in the daylight hours. I consider them family retainers, not slaves or serfs; that from a nobler time when a liege lord owed as much to his or her retainers as they did to the noble house. All of my liegemen and staff feel the same way.” I saw several of the farmers nodding at her words, and from the respectful way they looked at her, I was convinced.
“Then what are you doing out here?” I asked.
Belrothe’s face grew stony and her eyes angry. “Two nights ago, there was a raid on the villages under our protection. Many of our farmers and their families, over a hundred souls, were kidnapped and taken away, some of them by the very rogue vampires that you fought here. One of my human workers, a tracker by trade, followed their trail during daylight and discovered they were being held at a large cave a few hours travel back in that direction.” She motioned up the road in the direction the wagons had come from. “Last evening, we left with these three wagons for transport, three drivers, and a dozen of my staff and journeyed to the cave to retrieve our people.”
“It sounds like you thought you were just going to waltz in there, scoop them up, and leave,” Maya said dubiously.
The blonde vampire’s face clouded with more than a little embarrassment. “Yes, well, attribute that to an old woman’s hubris, I’m afraid,” she sighed. “Something you may not understand is that the older a vampire gets, the more power and force of will they exhibit over lesser, or newer if you prefer the term, vampires.
‘So a 500-year-old vamp can order a 100-year-old around?” Nia chimed in, curious.
“In most cases, yes, little one; that is exactly the situation. And I am a very old vampire, I believed I would be able to do just as you suggest - walk in and order the miscreants to release my people and be on our way, with no bloodshed.” 
“So what happened?” Nia followed up, her wings buzzing with tension.
“When we arrived, I was relieved to find out that our hundred or so villagers were still alive, but I was also appalled to also find out there were more than 300 vampires milling about in the cave. We’ve never had more than twenty-five living in this entire region at one time before! I asserted my authority and began ordering the prisoners released and my staff helped them out of the cave and onto the wagons. We had gotten twenty or so freed and outside when there was a commotion from farther back in the cavern. A vampire called Kotoch appeared with a large entourage of bully boys and countermanded my order. 
At first, I was not concerned and I challenged his order. Kotoch is a mere 250-year-old street thug who fashions himself nobility, and I should have been able to cow him easily, but that was not the case. He was wearing one of the six Amulets of Tepestra; instantly, any influence over the group that I had vanished! It was fortunate that one of my staff near the entrance recognized what was happening and signaled the wagons to flee with the few people we had already loaded. They took off in full flight and my staff and I sought to delay pursuit by fighting a delaying action at the cave entrance. Ultimately, they were too many and we were forced to flee as well. I lost six of my personal liegemen in that fight; good men and dear friends, all of them.” 
I was surprised to actually see tears beginning to seep down Belrothe’s face. Finally, she nodded to herself to pull it together and continued, “We caught up to the wagons about ten miles back. We had hoped that they had not the stomach for more conflict, but we were wrong, and they had an ambush set up here. If you had not happened along, we would have all perished.”
“Couldn’t you have just ordered these vampires to stand down, or was this Kotoch among them?” I asked.
“No, he is unfortunately not here among the dead. The power of the amulet allows him to anoint small groups of his followers as special disciples and gives them immunity to further compulsion; this war party was one of those groups.”
“So what exactly is this Amulet of Tepestra?” I questioned.
“Young knight, among all the undead - skeletons, zombies, wights, and ghouls - only vampires retain the intelligence and personality traits that they had when they were living. Because of this, we are a fractious, independent lot who don’t follow orders particularly well unless very closely supervised, compelled or well-trained.” She indicated the armored vampires behind the farmers with an affectionate wave of the hand. “And the older we get, the less likely we are to appreciate orders from someone like the Lifebane. His first attempts at persuading vampires to rally to his banner were disasters, and he couldn’t be in multiple places at once to personally compel them, so he created the Amulets of Tepestra using demon magic. The evil one finds a few particularly greedy or evil low level vampires that are fanatically loyal to him and gives them one of the Amulets.”
“And they do what, exactly?” 
“Essentially, they add a thousand years or so to the force of will the holder can use to compel other vampires. So a 400-year-old suddenly has the power of someone who has seen 1400 years. I was not aware that the Lifebane had gifted any vampire in this region with one of these perversions until tonight.
“What do you plan to do now?” 
Belrothe looked like she had just swallowed sour wine; she threw up her hands in disgust and helplessness. Somehow, this seemed like an emotion she didn’t wear well or often. “There is little we can do; we lack the numbers to make another run at a rescue and after midnight tonight, it will be too late anyway. Kotach will become the dark elves’ problem, not mine,” she said, nodding at my fiancé.
“What do you mean by that? What are they planning?” Maya demanded.
The old vampire continued sadly, “We know they are planning to drain every human in captivity at midnight tonight at a special ceremony where all 300 of the vampires will be anointed as disciples. Then, as directed by the Lifebane himself through the conduit of the Amulet, all 300 plus will make their way to the dark elf lands and slaughter every man, woman, and child in their path until they reach the Capital itself. There they are to slide through the siege lines and wreck havoc among the populace until the resistance collapses.” While that encouraging bit of news sank in, Belrothe allowed her eyes to wander over our group, our armaments, horses, pixie, and fierce-looking wolves. With a sly smile, she pretended to be deep in thought and, tapping her chin, she commented, “If only there was some way to prevent that all from happening…”
I couldn’t help but start to like her; but she was no doubt a master manipulator from way back, and I do mean waaay back. 
One of the women farm folk jumped out of the nearest wagon and practically threw herself to the ground in front of us. She brought herself to a kneeling position and begged us, crying, “Please, please, can you help us? My husband and two sisters are still in the cavern; they are all the family I have! You can’t know what it was like waiting to die down in that cave at the hands of those monsters!” 
I looked up, and most of the other farmers had gotten down out of the wagons and were on their knees as well, pleading with their eyes and voices, but not approaching closer.
Maya sent me a worried feeling through Winya’s link, “We need to do something about this. I don’t think my conscience can handle it, all those people dying at the hands of the undead without a fighting chance. Not to mention, I have doubts my people in the dark elf capital can fend off an undead siege and a vampire force of this size.”
“Agreed. We have to do what we can for the captives, plus this might be a way to open up trade with the farmers to supply food to the fortress,” I said. “But I’m not sure what we would have to offer them in trade.”
Out of the blue, Rosa conveniently popped into the conversation. “Yes, about that; your parents opened up the vault, and it would seem that the fortress is very well off, like enough-to-buy-three-kingdoms well off.”
“Well, Sky  Raven was guarding the only trade route between the human lands and the old dwarven empire; we had a lot of traffic,” said Winya.
Maya nodded to me, giving me the go-ahead to do the trade. We turned back to the baffled vampire. “We have decided that we will help you.”
Her face registered surprise, followed by extreme relief and gratitude. “I don’t see how you decided that as I never saw your lips move, but please consider me in your debt.” And she bowed courteously.
I held up my hand. “With your pardon, Lady, we do have one request.”
She eyed us cautiously. “And what is that?” As she was talking, the old farmer and one of her liegemen moved up to stand alongside her. 
“That you open up trade with Sky Raven Fortress.” I think we shocked a few more years out of all three of them, as their mouths dropped open, and they looked repeatedly at each of us as if we were about to say it was all a joke at their expense.
“The fortress is open again?” Belrothe stammered. “No one’s been in there since Queen Rialla died; many of my people are the descendants of the last civilians to work there. How is this possible? Moreover, who are you people?”
I thought about doing a full introduction but, instead, decided on a more simple approach. “The Nova have returned.” I wasn’t really prepared for her reaction, though. With a gasp, Belrothe’s eyes grew very large and she looked like she was about to faint as she searched our faces for confirmation.
I nodded, and her eyes darted quickly between Maya and me before she intoned in a hushed whisper, ‘The Child of Light and the Child of Darkness!” She swept into a very deep formal bow and, seeing that, all of her people did the same. Standing back upright, she reassumed her mantle of authority. “And what type of trade does the citadel require?” she said shakily.
Maya answered, “Food, animal feed, straw and timber primarily. We have no real trade goods, but we have gold and we have wizards. We also have healers who are willing to help you if needed. If your people are too hurt to move, we could work out a system where our healers would go to them, under heavy guard, of course.”
 One of the younger human farm girls, probably around my age, separated herself from the group by the wagons and walked over, drying her tears. She looked at us with calm hope. “I know you are heroes of good, just like in the old stories. If you have healers, please help us! Many of our children are sick and we don’t know what’s wrong with them. The village herbalist was killed by a rogue undead almost a month ago; we have no one who can help them. Please, we will give you anything you want, just save our children and help us save our loved ones!”
Maya needed only look my way for me to see the concern in her eyes and to know what she wanted from me. She turned back to the farmers. “We have sent word; a group of healers will head out at first light to your village, I will need specific directions . But note, this will be our only act of charity for the time being; resources are low right now, and we have yet to gain a way of permanent resupply. At the same time, we will not hold you to any agreement as price for this aid.”
The vampire nodded. “I understand and approve of your wisdom, for I, too, must keep my people as a priority. But if it is herbs you need to help our people, then we may be able to help greatly with that. My night stalkers patrol the forests every night; it is a simple matter to have them keep an eye open for what you need. These herbs have no real value to us without the skills to use them.”
At that point, Nia, who had been buzzing around making sure all the dead vampires stayed that way, flew up and whispered, “The girls say riders on horseback are approaching fast from the direction we came!”
Belrothe’s hearing was excellent, and she nodded at us. “Do not be alarmed, that would be my grandson and his riders; apparently, the messenger I sent as the attack started made it back to the village.”
A few moments later, a troupe of ten cavalrymen and women, dressed in leather armor and bright orange surcoats with the Honalde family crest plastered across the front, thundered around a corner and came into sight, sabers in hand, ready for battle. Blocking their way were two very large protective Vakhas, with manes, tails, and feet of blue flame flaring off like a huge unseen bellows was stoking the fire.
The mundane horses, well-trained as they were, wanted no part of tangling with Kaima and Somnus. They reared up, screaming in fear, and stopped dead in their tracks, trembling uncontrollably, and no amount of coaxing or even spurs would make them move forward. 
Cursing, a young man at the head of the group leaped off his mount and raced toward us, skirting well around the warhorses. He was short in stature, but he covered the ground quickly. He looked to be about twenty, with sandy blond hair and a long matching mustache that drooped well below his chin on each side, flopping up and down as he ran. The only thing that differentiated him from the other cavalry was the rather gaudy scarlet bird plume that stuck out of his floppy cavalryman’s hat. Breathlessly, he reached Belrothe’s side, and after eyeing me suspiciously and observing all the dead vampires on the ground, he turned to her and bowed, removing his hat with a flourish. “Forgive me, Grandmother, for my late arrival; it seems I am too late to join in the defense of my liege!”
The old vampire ran an affectionate hand across his sweaty brow and fastidiously tidied up his hair. “Segmun, these knights and their companions are from Sky Raven Fortress. Brave knights, may I introduce my human grandson, Segmun Honalde. 
“Sky Raven? But that place has been empty forever! We were up that way not ten days ago and not a sign of life, and now you say it’s garrisoned?” he looked at her incredulously. 
“Yes, it is.” Maya interjected, getting back to business.
Segmun swiveled and gave a start as if seeing Maya for the first time; he smiled broadly and swept into a formal bow as he drank in her beauty. “Your pardon, my Lady, if I was momentarily speechless. We trade frequently with your people, and I have even been to your Capital on several occasions, but never have I met a lady-at-arms as fair as yourself!”
Maya paused with an expression somewhere between annoyed and embarrassed, but I could tell she was listening to Winya’s advice. She smiled graciously, “Thank you for the compliment, Sir Segmun. My name is Maya; this other knight,” she said, gesturing to me, “is Alex Martin, Master Enchanter and my betrothed. The pixie is Nia, a wizard of her people and the two…” Maya paused as the two huge white wolves morphed into shy, smiling young girls in green robes, “…girls, Lin and Julia, are druids.”
There was a murmur of astonishment and excitement from the farmers and Belrothe nodded her approval, as druids are more valuable than gold to agricultural communities, and to have two in a party is practically unheard of. Segmun, on the other hand, just looked disappointed, no doubt about the betrothed statement. 
Maya, seeing their reaction to Lin and Julia, smiled and added, “We should also be able to provide a few earth wizards, once they are done with their current tasks, that is. They will be able to make stone walls around your village or fix any other damages as well.”
Belrothe took a moment to look around at her people and, without exception, the farmer’s heads eagerly bobbed up and down, pleading for her to take the deal. “Very well, it would seem we have an agreement. Herbs for healing; food for services or gold. Does that sound fair?”
“It does,” said Maya confidently.
For the first time, the vampire truly smiled. “Excellent, then may we get underway?”
“Rosa, you better get a quill and paper, this could take a bit!”
 



Chapter 9
A few things happened as I was talking things over with Rosa. The farmers and vampires got to work fixing the wagons. As usual with the large farm wagons I was familiar with from Foalshead, there were replacement wheels strapped to the undersides of the wagon boxes. This made the work rather easy as the vampires could hold up half a wagon with no real effort. Belrothe was talking things over with Maya, and the girls were healing one of the women who got hurt in the fight, surrounded by star-struck farmers asking questions. Apparently, yes, druids can actually talk to wheat if they so desire, but it’s a dull conversation, at best.
I walked back to Maya and Belrothe with Nia proudly perched on my shoulder. Maya reached over and pulled my arm to her, smiling slightly. “Everything all set at Sky Raven?”
I nodded. “Yes, Higs and ten guardsmen will escort Alera and her healers to the village; they should arrive by nightfall. Just to be safe, I asked that they take a few combat-ready wizards as well.”
Segmun, who had been standing in the background, stepped forward. “Your pardon, Sir Alex, but there is no need to fatigue your healers before they even reach their patients; it’s a long walk from Sky Raven to the village, and time is a factor. Might I suggest my outriders and I bring a couple of wagons for your wizards and a couple strings of horses for your guardsmen, and meet up with your group on the trail? We will also help protect them from any undead that might have wandered onto the path.”
“That is a very generous offer, Sir Segmun. Thank you, I will notify the healers that you will be arriving,” I said, nodding to him gratefully since most of the healers at Sky Raven were still exhausted from their workload and the journey. With that he turned to his liege and saluted.
“Grandmother, I will be off then to the village and then on to meet up with the healers of Sky Raven, unless you need me to accompany you.” 
Belrothe shifted and shook her head. “No, Segmun, but when you stop by the village, please have three replacement wagons and drivers sent back this way to relieve ours. With these brave knights’ help, I am going to attempt to free our villagers tonight before it’s too late.”
He paused and looked pained, took a breath as if to argue, and then let it drop. “As you wish, Lady.” He bowed stiffly as he retreated back to his men and horses. Belrothe watched him leave.
“Of course, he is not really my grandson,” she murmured. “More like the fortieth generation of Honalde since I bore a child. Still, he is of my flesh, non-the-less. The Honalde line has both living and non-living branches. Most of the current generation live in a village a day’s travel from here, as they chafe somewhat at being governed by someone as old as I, even if we are all family.” Her eyes were misty for a few seconds, then she snapped out of it and beckoned for me to continue.
“The fortress is ready for trade and a list of priority items will be sent with the healers, along with our current prices,” I said to Belrothe. “I am sure your people will find our prices very generous.” 
She looked rather uneasy. “I…I am sure they will, but please tell me, how are you doing all this?”
I smiled, “My mind is linked to my mentor in a way that allows us to communicate over any distance with just a thought. As you can guess, it is very useful.”
She looked rather impressed and seemed to be contemplating what she could do with such a thing. “Yes, that does seem like it would be a wonderful tool but, sadly, out of our reach. As I was telling your fiancé, my guards and I need to retreat to a safe place where we can weather out the daylight. Where the forest ends at the other side of this road, there is a suitable place for a day camp; I will have the replacement wagons join you there. As soon as possible at dusk, we will rejoin you.”
We watched as her men started out, forming a vanguard in front of the wagons. As they approached the two warhorses that were still planted in the middle of the road, one of the vampires walked up and attempted to shoo them out of the way. When that didn’t work, he stalked forward arrogantly and attempted to grab their reins. When he was within five feet, the blue flames from the horses intensified, changing colors like in a kiln until there was more white-hot than cooling blue left. The vampire recoiled with a shout of pain and staggered back holding his arm, which was smoldering like it had been exposed to pure fire. 
“Sorry about that,” said Maya. “We forgot to warn you that these flames are not just for show, and our horses don’t like vampires, even good ones.”
He glared at us and backed all the way to our position. Belrothe, on the other hand, seemed even more interested in us than she was before. “What are they?” she asked.
“They’re Vakhas,” I said. “Basically, they are very smart and very powerful warhorses and the only two in existence.” I looked at Somnus and motioned to the side of the road with my head. Silently, the two walked off the road and stood by the trees to allow the wagons to pass by unimpeded.
The old vampire canted her head as if remembering some old tale of her youth or the words to an old song or lullaby. “Yes, well, I will take my leave of you now and will meet you at the edge of the forest at dusk, good day.” And with that, she and her guards disappeared into the trees; in a blink they were gone. The wagons moved out, leaving us on the road with undead corpses scattered everywhere.
Jules walked up. “Do you want me to ask Reginaldo to take care of this mess?”
“No, leave it as a warning. Besides, the sun will be fully up an a few minutes and almost everything but the bones will burn off.” 
We mounted up and headed down the road. Breaking out of the forest into low scrub, we made quick camp in a low, flat spot and finally had a hot breakfast. The group of us lazed about most of the morning; cleaning gear, brushing our horses, and taking the occasional cat nap. I could tell Maya was fretting about the delay in getting to the dark elf capital to warn them, but we really couldn’t back down from the course we had set for ourselves. Midday, the three wagons from the village, which we learned was called Yrvale, arrived and the teamsters made their own camp a short distance away. Maya and I managed to spend most of the afternoon together, with nothing much to do other than lie on our backs and gaze up at the white fluffy clouds.
“Alex, do you ever wish you had wings so you could fly? I do sometimes,” she admitted shyly.
“That seems like an odd ambition for a dark elf.”
“Yeah, I know; usually it’s the darker and the gloomier, the better.” Her beautiful face transformed from a look of awe into a grin. “You know, maybe we dark elves don’t take the time to ever just look at how beautiful the clouds and sky really are. Then again, it might just be your influence on me.” She took my hand and rested her fragrant silver curls up against my cheek; it was the best afternoon I can remember.
While we were cloud watching, Nia napped and the druid girls amused themselves by talking to the horses that the teamsters had brought. Finally, as it grew later in the afternoon, we packed up camp and readied ourselves for battle.
As if on cue, Belrothe appeared as if out of nowhere, dressed in older-fashioned regal robes bearing the Honalde crest and carrying some wicked-looking short swords. After speaking with her wagon drivers and going over exactly what she wanted them to do, we mounted up and headed toward the cave. The scrub lands turned into grassy hills, with the occasional pile of glacier debris left in neat piles. While it was not true winter, as soon as the sun went all the way down, the temperatures started to drop. A quarter-moon was rising, but a thick blanket of clouds was also stretching across the sky, so we didn’t worry too much about being spotted. 
A short time later, we were prone on the ground peering over a small rise not far from the cave entrance. From the outside, it was nothing impressive, just a large fissure that had widened to the span of a good-sized wagon bed at the base of a large hill. The hill itself was grass-covered on top, but the eroded sides revealed its composition to be mostly rock. There were five vampire guards scattered around the front; most were attempting to hide themselves and failing miserably. One was even holding a branch in front of himself, apparently thinking that a bush with two human-appearing legs wouldn’t be suspicious. 
“Um, I think that one has brain damage,” Nia said, and to be honest, I think she was right. 
Belrothe shook her blonde head and snorted, “City-born idiots. You can tell they have no concept of how to conceal themselves in the country. They, no doubt, are also so full of themselves because of their new found strength that they are cocky and believe they can’t be caught by surprise and killed. It is a serious shortcoming in new vampires.”
“What a marvelous idea,” said Maya. “Girls, take Reggie and find out if there’s another exit and secure it, quietly; and if things go badly and it comes to a fight, let Reggie handle it. Remember what I told you, just because you can turn into a giant arctic wolf, doesn’t mean you have the thousands of years of fighting instincts they have. A mangy three-legged fox with some attitude would probably still kick both your butts in a fight.”
“Yes, Mom,” the girls giggled, as their green robes morphed into owl wings; and shrinking down to the proper size, their speckled brown and white wings silently beat at the night air, gaining speed and altitude. In a few seconds, they were out of sight. 
Satisfied, Maya patted me gently on the head with her gauntleted hand and whispered, “I’ll just be a few minutes.” She activated her armor’s stealth mode and Winya transformed into the serrated dagger form, the least-used of Winya’s charms. Virtually disappearing from sight, she was gone in a heartbeat.
Belrothe’s jaw dropped. “She disappeared! Just…gone? What are you people? You even scare me!”
I chuckled quietly, “Just an enchanter with some skill with metals.”
“Can you do that?” she asked pointedly.
“Nope, her armor was drawn up by a master designer and a powerful wizard in her own right; Maya’s armor has all the cool enhancements. I’m pretty sure there’s nothing else like it anywhere in the world.” I could feel Nia fidgeting on my shoulder, probably embarrassed but pleased by my description.
“So what can yours do, then?”
“The armor? Not too much besides being really good at protecting me. But my hammer is a different story, and I think tonight might be a good night to try out some of its more interesting enchantments.” I dropped my face shield down and sealed the suit so my helmet couldn’t be ripped off. “Now, look alive, its time.”
She groaned and affixed me with a stern glare. “Young man, I may not look it, but I am at least a thousand years’ your senior, and that joke was old when I still breathed! Can you even see out of that thing with the visor down?”
“Don’t need to; now watch, it’s about time.”
We looked down the hill to observe, but I was the only one who could see Maya on a dark night like this. She quickly and silently snuck around the hillside and then used another skill that must have come from Winya and climbed the sheer rock wall to the top. Once there, it was a simple matter for her to glide up behind the guard. I watched the Winya dagger transform into the sword a split second before she removed the guard’s head from his body. Belrothe still couldn’t see Maya, but she did see the sword appear out of thin air and the head and body fall silently to the ground, with the sword disappearing again immediately. The old vampire hissed softly as she watched a second guard fall the same way, and then a third and fourth, leaving only the stupid one holding the shrub.
“How did she do that? I have been working with dark elves for centuries and I only know one woman who could even remotely pull that off!”
Nia chuckled, “Let me guess, she uses a spear with a blood red head?”
Her eyes widened. “In fact, she does! How did you know that?”
Wow, small world. “I believe you are talking about her mother,” I grinned.
Belrothe looked startled. “I was told Renalla had only one child, a girl, and she disappeared years ago; everyone assumes she’s dead. Of course, the same source also said the child was insane...” Her voice trailed off warily as she turned her attention back to Maya as we watched for the last vampire to go down.
By the cave entrance, Maya had apparently decided to have some fun with the last fool, as she decided to kill him with the same shrub he was hiding behind. Effortlessly, she ripped it from his hands and, reversing the broken stem, drove it through his leather armor deep into his heart. Surprised, the vampire crumpled bonelessly to the ground where a quick slice from Winya separated the head from the rest of the corpse. Suddenly appearing to normal vision, Maya came into view at the cave entrance holding a bloody sword, and her body language said she was having a great time. She waved us forward with a flourish and a grand bow.
Getting on my feet, I started down the hill with Belrothe and the two warhorses trailing silently behind; I also had an excited Combat Pixie on my shoulder. A couple minutes brought us to the cave entrance where Maya waited happily.
“Have fun?” I asked.
“Oh, you have no idea! It feels so good to hunt again.” She pulled off her helmet so I could see her mischievous face. “We should go hunting together some time; I hear there’s this lovely cave not far from here with hundreds of evil vampires in it, I think it could make for a diverting evening. What do you think, Magic boy?”
I laughed quietly and nodded. Belrothe, on the other hand, was not nearly as amused, and I could see she was truly beginning to question the sanity of both of us.
“What is wrong with you two? You’re both acting like this is nothing! As young as you both are, there is no way you should be this flippant about all this killing and death.” I nodded in some agreement and gave her the short version of what had occurred at Xarparion in all its gory detail.
“So you see, after the attack on our school and the thousands of undead we faced, three hundred or so doesn’t seem so daunting. Mind you, those were mostly skeletons, zombies and ghouls. Vampires are much smarter, tougher, and harder to kill; but still, it’s just three hundred.”
Maya grinned. “All jokes aside, this will be anything but an easy time. These guards were young and stupid.” She waved at the dead vampires around us. “But I’m sure there are much older ones inside.” 
Belrothe smiled slightly. “If I hadn’t seen your performance at the attack on my caravan, I might be worried that you two weren’t taking this seriously. But hearing of the challenges you have already faced, I tend to believe that you both have wisdom beyond your years, and I believe we will prevail. Besides, you don’t need to kill them all, just cut your way through to Kotoch and destroy the amulet. Once that is accomplished, I will take control. 
“Take control? Just like that?” Maya sounded skeptical and possibly a little disappointed as she replaced her helm.
Belrothe drew herself up regally, looking every bit the noblewoman she was, and smirked, “Yes, just like that. I am over twelve hundred years old and I am due some respect!”
She strutted in front of us as she entered the cave. Maya and I shrugged at each other. With a quick hand signal, Maya ordered our warhorses to guard the entrance and not let anything out. I didn’t foresee them having any trouble with that; vampires don’t seem to be able to get close to them. Nia, on the other hand, had a whispered comment to make about it.
“Why don’t we just ride them in? I mean, they can just burn all of them, right?”
Belrothe answered softly from just up ahead, “They probably could, but the cave gets too narrow for them to fit through, and there are some rocks to climb over and duck around. Besides, we would lose all the surprise we have.”
Maya chuckled, “Surprise? You want Alex to sneak up on someone? Ha, good one!” And we followed the old vampire into the cave.
Just as she said, the smooth worn path narrowed so much that I had to turn sideways to fit through, and there was perhaps fifty yards of very uneven ground. There were a couple places where you had to slide down on your butt between boulders. Belrothe was right, there was no way that Somnus and Kaima would have fit through the passage. Up ahead, Maya changed to stealth mode and ghosted out into a larger area with Belrothe and me following slowly. The nature of the cave was changing; what had been just fissures and holes for a path, was now opening up into progressively larger chambers. Most of them contained spikes of calcified stone that had dripped down from the ceiling and still glittered with moisture. Bat dung dripped conspicuously from the side walls and gave the place a pungent, damp ammonia smell. 
Loud noise was starting to filter into our part of the trail now, sounding ominously like the crowds at the Wizards’ Tournament. As we moved closer, light started to flicker through to our area as well. Maya returned without a sound and reappeared to our sight.
“Ok,” she almost stammered, “that’s a lot of vampires! But I was able to hear part of their rally; we need to move quickly because I think it’s almost time. But let’s not go in blind.” She looked at me. “I think you should take a look first.”
I nodded and crept forward. About thirty feet of cautious travel brought me around a corner so I had a view of what was below. A stone ramp lead approximately twenty feet down from where I peered over to the floor of the main cavern. This area was cathedral-sized, the ceiling completely covered by smaller crystalline versions of the ‘icicles’ that we had seen earlier. Even though they probably didn’t need it, the vampires had lit sconces spaced evenly around the outer walls, the smoke from which cast a cloud-like pall among the crystal decorations on the ceiling. Using my mage sight to peel away some of the layers of obstructions, I could now view the entire chamber as if I were a small bird or bat. Maya was certainly right, there were a lot of vampires here. Fortunately, they were all concentrated at the far end of the chamber. A large, raised wooden dais dominated the room, and behind the platform were a number of smaller cave rooms with wooden portcullis-style gates across the entrances. Behind those gates, their faces peering through the small openings in abject fear, were the missing villagers. Between me and the dais was a small sea of riled up vampires; yelling, screaming, and generally pumping themselves up into a frenzy.
My mage sight finally lingered on the catalyst for all this commotion, there on the platform was a tall vampire. He was dressed in clothes I would normally associate with the nobility, but he wore them more like he had stolen them and these trappings were all some sort of joke at the expense of those he despised. In human years, he looked about thirty and had some body mass to him; he would have been an imposing figure when he breathed. According to Belrothe, this must be Kotoch and he was about 250 years old, which made him probably one of the older vampires assembled. The most striking thing about his face was his huge flaring nostrils and wild eyes as he exhorted the crowd to an even greater fever pitch. I always thought people who looked like that reminded me of hogs, but that’s just my opinion. Whatever he was telling them was working as the crowd was getting even more raucous, cheering at his words, presumably a speech about the upcoming battle. It occurred to me that you could gauge the age of the vampires present by how animated they became during the speech. In other words, the bulk of the crowd were all ‘fresh’ vampires. They had probably been human within the last couple months and retained their human boisterousness, whereas the older vampires lining the edges of the chamber were far more reserved, even looking upon the rally with clear distain.
As I watched, my mage sight picked up on a magical trace moving through the rock at the back of the chamber near the captives’ pens. By its size, I could only assume it was Reginaldo and, while staying within the rock itself, he took up a position guarding the villagers. Snapping out of my vision state, I crawled back to my waiting group of friends.
“What did you see?”asked Nia.
“I would say their numbers have gone up a few. There are about three hundred fifty of them now as well as almost two hundred villagers.”
Belrothe’s face was suddenly stone as she thought about the implications. “How did you…never mind. You’re saying there’s more of them now?” I nodded. “Damn it!” she growled. “That means they had another raiding party out, but where did they get the rest of them?” She paused for a second before her eyes widened. “They couldn’t have made it all the way to Riverfield, could they?”
I shrugged, “I don’t know where that is, but they came up with another one hundred twenty or so prisoners from somewhere. 
Maya whispered, “So what’s the plan?”
“I’m not sure the original plan is still a good idea with that many more vampires to wade through before we get to Kotoch; and with as worked up as the crowd is, we might lose a lot of villagers in the chaos before Belrothe can assume control,” I stated.
Belrothe nodded in agreement. “We need to get my people out and that will take time. The best way to get that would be to have a distraction.”
I agreed. “And the best distraction is the one that doesn’t look like a distraction. Ok, I have an idea. Maya, use your armor to stealth down and free everyone. Reggie is already in position to cover you, and I assume the girls are bats or something down there if Reggie is there. Once you have freed the villagers, the girls can help you lead them out the back. Belrothe, Nia, you’re with me.”
Maya took my hand and looked me straight in the faceplate; I could see her eyes but, of course, she couldn’t see mine. Her beautiful green orbs were a little misty, and I could see that she was concerned for me, but proud as well. She is far more the professional soldier than I will ever be, and you could see the emotions running through her. A soldier knows that every time you go into battle, it may be your last, no matter the amount of preparation, the overwhelming force you have, or how well-trained you are…sometimes stuff happens. She hugged me quickly, before disappearing and setting off on her mission.
“Keep her safe, Winya,” I whispered into the link.
“I’m on it, Alex; the bloodsuckers won’t know what hit them. You be extra careful, too. I know that armor is almost invincible, but there are some major disturbances on the spirit plane in this cavern; something really evil, and I don’t like it!” 
Belrothe and I gave each other a good luck nod and started down the ramp to the cavern floor. A few moments later, we were standing in plain sight, in armor, and only about a hundred feet from the edge of the mob…and not one of them noticed!
Belrothe was shaking her head next to me. “I can’t believe these are vampires; we could probably start killing everyone in the back and I don’t think they would notice. Think you could get their attention?” I smiled under my helm as I slammed my hammer into my shield, and with the aid of the cave, made the loudest gong ever. I have to say that it worked wonderfully, every one of them stopped what they were doing and crouched in pain with their hands covering their ears. Sadly for me, so was Belrothe.
“I didn’t mean like that! Warn an old woman next time, at least,” she groused at me. Thankfully, she was the first to recover and was looking presentable by the time the others turned to us. Now everyone was silent and looking right at us or, in this case, I guess it would be hissing at us. The one on the podium, who I could only assume was Kotoch, finally started speaking, playing shamelessly to the crowd.
“Belrothe, I am happy to see you. After you left so abruptly last evening, I was afraid I had said something to offend your ladyship! And when the troupe I sent after you failed to return, well I could only assume the worst.” He grinned maliciously.
“Really? Well, you assumed right; your troupe won’t be joining us tonight or any other.”
He waved off her jab and focused on me. “And who is your little friend who has come to die with you?” As he was talking, a group of vampires moved in behind us to keep us from retreating. But on a positive note, no one seemed to have noticed the armored pixie on my shoulder. Watching our apparent entrapment, Kotoch smirked and continued, “Some paladin you found on the side of the road? Belrothe, Belrothe…didn’t your mother ever warn you about picking up strays? Especially stray do-gooders? They are just bad for business! Well, no matter, you both will be dying tonight!” And the crowd snickered its appreciation.
Belrothe snorted and called out loudly, “Why don’t you just hand over that amulet of yours, and we will see who dies!”
“Ah, the amulet; no, I think I’ll keep it. You see, it has some wonderful powers of its own, one of which is that it allows me the privilege of speaking with my Lord Pharmon directly. He was rather put out with your antics last evening, as it could have ruined his plans for the dark elf traitors. As you may have noticed, we have increased the number of blood slaves in attendance for our big send-off this evening, almost all of which came from a place you are most familiar with, Riverfield! I mean, we were going to take them anyway, but to know that nearly all the humans left in the honorable Honalde line lived there made it that much sweeter!”
“You bastard,” Belrothe gritted.
Kotoch rolled with a huge, gleeful belly laugh. “Oh, it gets better! My Lord Pharmon wanted to send a message to all like you who would dare oppose him, so he ordered all of the Honalde bloodline in Riverfield killed and their heads put on pikes in the middle of the village. I’m sure he didn’t think you would be joining us here tonight, so I apologize that you won’t be able to see the fine display.” 
I thought Belrothe was going to faint, as her knees buckled slightly with the news that most of her family was dead. Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to comfort her in any way as, with a flick of his wrist, Kotoch sent his minions at us in force. Nia angrily buzzed up into the air, the whole ‘death of family’ concept striking particularly close to home. 
Quickly, I gathered a stunned Belrothe behind my shield and raised my hammer high above my head. I remember thinking as I faced a wall of fangs and claws that I really hoped this enchantment was all I expected it to be, as I had never really gotten a chance to test it after all. Bringing the hammer down, I drove the head harshly onto the solid stone of the cavern floor, while activating the enchantment. Stone chips flew as a huge divot was blasted out of the bedrock with a loud crack. Suddenly, the rock turned hoar-frost white and the effect spread out along the ground like a concussion wave in a forward direction. It blew through the front line of vampires, stopping them immediately, and continued on through the next wave and the next, until it reached the base of the dais where it finally subsided. 
The entire group of charging vampires was literally frozen in place; their feet, shoes, boots, whatever, now anchored into the frost. They looked at each other in confusion and dismay. With agonizing slowness, the frost started rising from ground level, and I could see first their ankles, and then shins and knees become coated in the crystalline formations. That’s when the screams started, the vampires started pulling savagely at their legs or lashing out at their nearest neighbor. A couple even tried to beg for forgiveness, but ice is relentless. 
I smelled smoke and risked a look behind me; there I could see that Nia had dispatched the small group of vampires that were supposed to cut off our escape with a couple fireballs. 
By this time, the vampires in front of us were almost completely encased in ice, frozen crystalline statues; some faces frozen in rage, some in fear. They reminded me of icicles along a roof back home in Foalshead; so beautiful, so brittle, so waiting for someone to destroy them. Judging that Belrothe was now fully able to stand, I released her and walked forward to the first statue. Kotoch and every other vampire in the place was deathly silent as I snapped my finger against the forehead of the first frozen vampire, and he shattered like a cheap wineglass thrown into a fireplace. At my feet was nothing but a small pile of frost. Looking Kotoch directly in the eye, I raised my foot and removed the enchantment that lightens my footfalls in this ultra heavy armor, bringing my foot down sharply. The chamber reverberated with vibration and sound waves bouncing from one wall to another. A small hail of crystals broke off from the ceiling and dropped to the cavern floor, but that was nothing like what happened to the statues. One by one, they dissolved into similar piles of frost. I estimated that by the time the enchantment had run its course there were close to one hundred of these piles. The other noticeable thing was that the temperature in the cave had plummeted so low that it felt like a harsh winter morning. Thankfully, my armor was ready for that and kept me warm. Nia wasn’t as lucky so she was forced to retreat to the back of the cavern where the still smoldering corpses from her fireballs provided some heat.
Turning my attention back to the vampires in the room, I noticed they were all staring at me in horror, even Belrothe. “How did you do that?” she asked shakily, as she shivered; even the undead were cold.
But I didn’t answer her; instead I sped forward through the piles of ice crystals which made a frosty trail behind me. Once I reached the base of the platform, I halted about fifteen feet from the shocked leader, stretched out my hand, and called the metal in the amulet to me. Like a rag doll, Kotoch was dragged by his neck across the platform floor and then off it where he face-planted into the stone at my feet. Kicking him over onto his back, I reached down and snapped the amulet off his neck without a lot of regard for the pain it caused. I looked over at Belrothe who had followed me, despite the cold and said, “He’s all yours, Lady Honalde.”
She smiled and pulled him to his feet. “Now, let’s see if you’re as strong as you always say you are.” I don’t know what she did; it looked as if she was only staring at him, but either way, he cried out in pain. “Hmm, seems not. In fact, I would say you are one of the weakest vampires here.” With that, she reached behind him, her fingernails growing and hardening into a glittering mass of wickedly sharp blades. With a soundless jerk and a splash of dark blood, Kotoch’s head came away in her grasp while his body slumped to the floor. She was still holding the trophy by the hair and displaying it to all the other vampires in the room when the amulet I was holding lit up with a arcane blood-red color.
Instinctively, I held it away at arm’s length. A second later, an image appeared; apparently, the amulets were scrying devices as well. Starting out blurred, the vision coalesced into the face of a really ugly, undead man.
“Kotoch, it’s time…” he began, his voice sounding like a neglected door hinge. He stopped and appeared to look around, fixating first on the head of his former servant, still firmly in the hand of Belrothe, and then angrily focused on me. “Ah, the Child of Light, I presume? I can’t think of anyone else who would wear armor that silly looking. You and your purple doxy have been a thorn in my side since the day you were born, and don’t even get me started on those hypocrites you call parents!” 
“Lifebane, I take it?”
The abomination nodded and then glanced at Kotoch’s head and sighed. “Well, Kotach, idiot though you might have been, at least this one saved me the trouble of having to execute you myself. And I suppose I should thank you; at least you brought about the end of the Child of Light!”
I opened my mouth, but all that came out was, “Huh?” as a red portal ring sheared out from the face of the amulet, and a massively clawed hand reached through, grabbed hold of my armor, and yanked me into darkness.
 



Chapter 10
Maya
As I ghosted through the assembled vampires on my way to free the villagers, I couldn’t help but smile. I had heard Alex’s parting plea to Winya to keep me safe and it warmed my heart. I had already decided after our talk on the trail that Alex was right; whether we had a day together or a thousand years, I needed to quit worrying about the future and concentrate on loving him in the here and now. Once we got this courting formality out of the way with my parents, I would press for an early wedding.
Winya broke into my musings, “Maya, as much as I hate to interrupt your very amusing daydreams, we are almost to the captives’ pens and you need to focus.”
“Sorry, it’s just that sometimes he makes me feel…”
“Yes, I know, I know; he is handsome and a great kisser, too. I can feel your emotions, too, you know. At least you have a body to express them. Now, please focus,” Winya pleaded.
“Hey, wait a minute, how exactly do you know he’s a great kisser?”
“Focus!”
I took the hint and cautiously approaching the pens, looked around for Jules and Lin, finally spying two small bats flapping their wings lazily, attached to the wall above another small fissure in the rock. From this angle, it was hard to tell, but it looked as if it was large enough for people to navigate.  Hurriedly I ran over to them and whispered my instructions, and returned to the prisoners.
The din in the chamber was loud enough that I felt comfortable stepping up to the first pen barrier and whispering to the villagers inside, “Listen up, people; I’m going to cut this door free, and when I do, I want you to quietly walk out, sticking as close as possible to the right side wall. There is a fissure thirty paces or so along that side that will take you out of here. When you reach it, duck inside and move quickly through the passage; don’t bunch up or wait for others. There will be some nice druid girls helping along the way; listen to their instructions.” 
I took out Winya as a dagger and sliced through the ropes securing the door. About that time, a boom that made everyone cringe resounded through the cave, almost like it would bring down the roof. This was followed by a great deal of shouting and angry words from the main group of vamps. Apparently, Alex and Belrothe were making their play. Judging the time to be right, I swung the door open, freeing the prisoners. To their credit, the farmers and villagers followed orders as well as I could have asked for, and the first pen was emptied in less than two minutes. Focused as I was on the escape, I only had a partial ear tuned to what was going on in front of the dais, but I caught something about Belrothe’s family, just as the second pen cleared out. Only one left to go! I repeated my instructions to the third and final pen and had just started opening the door when another heavy boom sounded that rattled the crystals in the ceiling overhead; I even saw a few break off and drop. Hustling the people from the third pen out, I suddenly felt a chill, which was very unusual for me in this armor as it controls the temperature so well.
“Winya, what’s happening?”
“Alex just set off one of the big enchantments that he placed on his hammer. What the..? Hey, why didn’t I get that spell?”
“Winya!”
“Oh yeah, Alex just froze about a hundred vamps to the ground and…no way!” Winya squealed in amazement.
“What?”
“Now the ice is wrapping up their legs and slithering all the way up their bodies like it’s alive or something. He’s turned them all into frost statues…and now he just tapped one on the head with his finger and it shattered; more like exploded!”
I grinned; my Alex does love his weird enchantments. Another crashing boom sounded that also loosened crystals from the ceiling and more dropped down randomly. Finally, the last farmer cleared the pen and ducked into the escape fissure. As he left, I saw Lin in human form smile and give a thumbs up in my general direction, even though she couldn’t see me. Immediately, she turned and followed the man outside. At last, I was free to go get into the action.
The vampires standing to the sides of the chamber were locked in place almost as effectively as the ones that Alex froze as I came around the corner of the dais. There in plain sight was Belrothe, in her elegant robes, holding up the severed head of whom I assumed was the vampire Kotach for all to see. Alex was next to her and appeared to be talking to some red object in his hand. Judging the remaining undead too stunned or afraid to move, I jogged forward to rejoin my future mate. Hopefully, Belrothe would be able to control their undead butts, but if not, well I was still itching to put Winya to some good use.
All things considered, the operation went way better than we could have hoped. I was still feeling pretty good about everything, when in a instant, my world crashed down around me as I saw a red flash and a demonic hand reach out from the amulet, grab Alex, and drag him back through the portal. With a loud pop sound, the amulet clattered to the still frozen ground, and, to my horror, I could see steam coming off of it in miniature clouds.
“Winya, what just happened?” I demanded fearfully. The stench of brimstone in the air was almost overpowering.
“I don’t know, Maya! It’s like a portal to Hell just opened and then shut just as fast!” Winya choked back a mental sob and continued, “Maya, I’m sorry, I can’t feel him at all on any of the planes. He’s gone!”
I think I blacked out for a second or two. When I regained my senses, I was down on one knee on the ground, and there was a very concerned pixie hovering in my face. I stood up grimly and clutched Winya. Mentally, I saw myself slaughtering every vampire in the chamber, and there was still a lot of them.
“Maya, no!” Winya barked harshly. “Get a grip on yourself! There are still over two hundred older, more cautious vampires locked in this chamber with us. Belrothe just suffered multiple shocks herself, and her hold over them is tenuous at best. If you just start killing them randomly, this whole situation could crash down on our heads and I will not lose another Queen!”
“Without Alex, there will be no Queen!” I shouted in shock and pain, the gravity of the situation just starting to sink in. 
“Duty first; grieve later,” Winya advised evenly. “I know it’s hard, but there are people depending on you.” 
Mentally, I shook myself and took a deep breath. Just then, Nia flew up to me and asked quietly, “Maya, where’s Alex? I was in the back of the cave because my wings were icing up, and poof, it looked like he vanished.”
I looked away so she couldn’t see my eyes. “Nia, I don’t…know, right now. For these next few minutes, I need you to listen and attend to business for me, can you do that?” The pixie nodded, but I could see tears forming in her oversized eyes. I took a few steps toward Belrothe.
“Lady Honalde, what assistance do you require?”
Belrothe gasped as if coming out of a trance, obviously straining at some enormous mental exercise. “I’m sorry, Maya, my control is not what I would have hoped for. Whether it’s the news of my family or the continued presence of the amulet, I am not sure, but I will probably only be able to maintain control of a mere hundred or so; the rest will do as they will, I’m sorry.”
“The amulet? Should I destroy it, then? Will that break its power?” I asked no one in particular. I was pretty sure I could chop it into pieces with Winya.
“No, absolutely not! If you were to destroy it, we would lose any hope at all of getting Alex back. Remember, it is like a portal,” Winya said with conviction.
Just then Nia flew up and reported that a large group of vampires was moving toward the main entrance.
“Kill them all, Nia! I don’t want a single vamp making it out of this cave!” Nia buzzed fiercely away, and a few moments later, my ears registered unfettered detonations as she brought her own brand of hellfire down on the escaping undead.
Swiveling my head around to the back of the chamber, I called out. “Reginaldo, close the back entrance!” And finally facing a startled Belrothe, I said, “Lady, center those vampires you value and would keep safe on you, all others will perish!” I heard rocks crashing together at the back of the chamber as Belrothe hastily called her flock to her side.
I brought Winya up in a final salute to my lost love, and then I loped over to meet the largest group of vampires milling about angrily and trying to stay out of Nia’s line of fire. I hoped she left enough of the enemy for me to fight until I grew numb from battle but, somehow, I didn’t think there were enough undead in the world for that to happen. I gave myself up to that small part of my brain that existed solely for carnage; she/it barred her long savage teeth and flexed claws of steel, roaring a shattering challenge…I became her…death incarnate.
……………………………………………
Alex
Disorientation! I had no idea what in the world just happened. All I do know is that it’s very hot here and the place stinks of brimstone and ash. More urgently, my ribs are on fire and it’s really, really dark. It took me a panicked moment to remember that I was still inside my armor and needed to use mage sight to see.
As the area around me became apparent, the first thing I noticed was the lava; hot, boiling, red and black lava that seemed to flow in all directions. Of course, you can’t be that close to lava without feeling the heat, and it was coming off the red stuff in shimmering sheets. Even my armor and padding, as good as it is, was only blocking a percentage of it. I might well be looking at cooking in my own skin soon. The only spot, including the sky, that didn’t seem to be molten at the moment was this small, flat patch of dirt I was standing on which was surrounded by jagged rock, making a natural arena of sorts. I was pretty sure this qualified as a layman’s definition of Hell in any one’s book.
Further reinforcing my Hell concept was the being that had me pinned to the jagged rocks. Big and ugly didn’t begin to describe this brute. It was humanoid in general form but with giant bull features, huge sharp horns and cloven hoofs. He wasn’t shaggy like you might expect of a minotaur, or at least how they were described in Rosa’s books. This guy had bright red, scaly skin that looked like it would be more at home on a salamander or a small dragon. Dagger-sharp claws and a nasty temper rounded out the package; even his eyes, which had a solid black metallic appearance, shouted demon to anyone with half their wits about them.
Squished against the rock face as I was, it took some concentration and most of my strength to reach over my shoulder and find my war hammer; thankfully, it was still in its sheath on my back. Unfortunately, the beast was pushing hard on my chest, and I couldn’t get the leverage or the space needed to get the hammer out. Lashing out with a foot, I caught him mid-sternum and backed him off just a bit, more from surprise than pain, as I didn’t have much on it. However, it was just enough to allow me to snake out the hammer, adjust my grip, and bring it down on his massive skull.
The beast roared and drew back, allowing me a chance to breath. Yeah, it’s a demon all right, as I got a look at his entire body, which was as wide as a wagon bed. In perspective, he was also about three feet taller than me in my armor. Huge muscles like steel wire rippled across his chest and arms as he reached for me again. I swished the war hammer experimentally past his face to keep him from charging while I scanned the ground for my shield. Crap! That’s when I remembered I had rested it against the dais when I snapped the amulet from Kotoch’s neck and held it up to examine it. Well, that took away probably sixty percent or more of my defense. On the bright side, the demon didn’t appear to have anything but natural weapons so I wouldn’t have to worry about swords or axes. Sparring with Maya gave me a pretty good concept of how to use superior maneuverability as both an offense and defense, but that doesn’t mean I practiced it.
I mentally kicked myself for using my hammer’s most powerful enchantment on a bunch of vampires, but I had to concede that I really hadn’t expected to be demon fighting right now. Sadly the enchantment, while very powerful, also requires a long time to recharge, so having it ready for the demon was probably out of the question unless this battle lasted more than twenty-four hours…very doubtful! Thankfully, it still had the magic to do its normal attacks.
The bull creature seemed to think it had given me long enough to collect my thoughts. It pawed the ground a few times with its massive hoofs, snorted huge gouts of steam from its nostrils, and charged. Just before he reached me, he lowered his head and rammed me in the chest, driving me back again against the stone wall. This time, I heard stone crack and gravel fell at my feet. The pressure against my chest returned, as did the inability to breath, and I registered a faint trickling of warm liquid running down my side. 
Flipping my hammer head over, I did my best to hit him with the sharp spike and succeeded in ripping a ragged hole in his shoulder which gave him pause and backed him off again. Going on the offensive, I ducked low and swung through, striking a two-handed shot to his left hock, awarding me a satisfying sound of bone shattering. With a deafening roar, he limped backward, faltering. But before I could press my advantage, the beast straightened up and I could see all his injuries healing almost instantly.
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I complained bitterly, as he rushed me again, horns lowered. This time I was able to dodge out of the way and deliver a sharp crack to the side of his head, which made him shake his skull angrily, but otherwise had no real effect. I really need a bigger hammer!
We danced like this for probably thirty minutes before the realization hit me that I seemed to be tiring but the demon didn’t. Additionally, the pain in my ribs was intensifying and my breathing was sounding more ragged by the minute. I coughed and felt something warm and coppery in my mouth; I noted a design flaw in my armor, sealed up as I was, there wasn’t any way to spit properly.
The thought did cross my mind that this could be the end of the Child of Light after all; my father did say that the universe loved balance above all things. Never seeing Rosa, Nia, Darroth and the rest of my friends again was a bitter pill that I contemplated as I dodged yet another charge. This time the creature was devious, he pulled up his bull rush at the last moment and managed to plant a monstrous fist against the side of my helm. The armor did its job, but the whiplash effect on my brain made my vision go spotty for a few seconds. I backed up and tripped, falling backwards just as he followed up with a blind rush. Suddenly meeting no resistance, he ran right over the top of me, his momentum carrying him straight into a pool of lava!
I scrambled to get back on my feet and spun, hoping to see him boiling in his own juices. But the bull just stood up, casually walked out of the fiery mess like it was a warm bath, and shook himself off like a big dog. I could have sworn I saw a sheepish grin cross his ugly face as he reset his stance to fly at me again. 
Okay, I was getting seriously tired now. Normally, the suit’s properties and lightness made wearing it a joy. But the heat was seriously overloading its ability to keep me cool, and I could feel sweat or something else soaking through my leather undersuit in buckets. If something positive didn’t happen soon, I would never see Maya again! Damn, I was consciously trying to not think about my dark elf through all this but, obviously, I was failing.
Another bull rush caught me in the side and crushed me against the rocks; this time, it felt like more ribs were damaged, and every time I moved, bone grated on bone. I feebly smacked the bull on the pastern with the sharp edge of the hammer head and watched him hop backwards in a rage, but only for a second before he was back at me. I dodged and ran to the side to give myself more room. As I looked back, I noticed the footprints I had just left had a decidedly bloody red tinge to them. 
If the damn universe loves balance so much, how am I supposed to kill this thing? This isn’t balance; it’s not even fair, I thought bitterly. Nothing I’ve been able to do to it has done any more than annoy the monster. I saw it walk through hot lava and shake it off! This place, this arena, is his personal playground; the deck is stacked against any challenger. So if I can’t defeat him my way, is there a way to defeat him his way? Something I pondered as I threw myself out of the way of a giant fist directed toward my skull. 
I took stock of my situation as he charged me again. I was definitely slowing down, not quite nimble enough to evade him. The beast changed tactics again and this time slowed at the last instant and, instead of ramming, he grabbed my free arm. I flailed away impotently at his head with my war hammer as the demon spun me around and threw me across the floor of the arena. Given my weight, I wouldn’t have thought it possible. I rolled over several times in the dirt before ending up on my burning chest. Coughing, I think I blacked out for a couple seconds. I wanted to vomit, but that would seriously not be a good idea in this sealed up armor. Laboriously getting up on one knee, I looked around for my hammer which I had lost in the exchange. There it was, ten feet from me in the dirt, with the bull creature standing nonchalantly on the handle with a bovine grin if I’ve ever seen one. 
Staggering to my feet, I shook my head in an attempt to clear it, but the edges of my field of mage sight vision were starting to blur. My opponent laughed at me, a tittering, horrid snorting sound, and with a contemptuous bow, backed away and indicated I should come forward and claim my weapon. Great, now he’s just toying with me. Taking advantage of my foe’s apparent temporary good nature, I hobbled forward slower than necessary, stalling for time. Oddly, now I was starting to feel really chilly. The little voice in the back of my head that remembered healing was screaming something important at me, but I was too tired to listen. Picking up my war hammer, which was starting to feel heavy, I reset and faced the beast. I took a deep, grating, painful breath and nodded at him. Through mutual agreement, we decided this would be the last round. 
He charged, with my last ounce of reserve speed, I dodged around him and sprinted away from the beast, pulling up lame in front of the largest flat wall of solid rock in the arena area. Grabbing my hamstring, I hoped my acting skills were better than my energy levels. Again, I saw the semblance of an evil smile cross the bovine features of the bull as he pawed the ground, lowered his head, snorted, and launched himself at me with everything he had. This creature was amazingly fast, but more than an hour of sparring with him gave me the insight I needed to time things perfectly. A shoulder feint and a backward, falling dive allowed me to avoid his charge. Again he had counted on hitting me and so was taken off guard when he crashed into the solid rock wall headfirst, shaking the ground beneath our feet violently. 
“Oh, come on…really?” Was he dead? No, of course not, just pissed…and also stuck deeply into the rock face. Bellowing madly, he thrashed from side-to-side in an attempt to free himself. 
I had executed the backward dive flawlessly but at the expense of even more damage to my ribs, and the tunnel vision I was experiencing was getting markedly worse. Using what little strength I had remaining, I brought my war hammer down in a two-handed overhead smash to his thick skull. It snapped both horns off, still embedded in the rock. He dropped face down, slightly dazed for a moment. Not wasting any time, I struck another hard blow to the rock face, shattering it into several chunks and freeing the two broken horns. Snatching up one of them, I drove the horn tip into the back of the beast, about where the heart would be on a human. Swinging the hammer, I attempted to drive the broken horn deeper, but my failing strength and vision wouldn’t let me hit the target; I missed again and again. By this time, the beast was shaking its head back and forth and trying to leverage itself back up on its knees.
Tossing my hammer aside, I brought both my fists together and brought them down onto the horn, slamming them down again and again with my last desperate vestige of strength, practically collapsing on the bull’s back. I think it was more the weight of my armor than anything I did that finally drove the horn deep enough into its thick torso to bring up a satisfying gout of foul black, greasy blood that spread across the arena floor. My chest landing on the horn end made my ribs feel like someone had dumped red hot forge irons into my ribcage. The loud steady heartbeats, which had been sounding like a drum throughout the battle, were receding and becoming irregular and pitifully weak. 
Staggering back from the demon, I picked up the other horn, swaying drunkenly on my feet. I held it out in front of me like some kind of curved dagger in the event it looked like the creature was healing this damage as well. But after a few quivers, the demon’s skin started to crack and dry, then dissolved into reddish flakes of ash. The molecules spread by the hot wind into the lava and sucked down into the flows. I stood there for a moment, not entirely sure what had just happened. The next thing I knew, I was falling, my back hitting the rock face where I slid down hard into a seated position just as my field of vision went completely blurry, then spun lazily, and finally faded to black. As my heart slowed to a near stop, I think I might have dreamed of unicorns.
……………………………………………
Maya
The sun was halfway to its zenith on a day that I had never envisioned happening, a day without Alex! This isn’t how things were supposed to happen; I am the fragile mortal being! All this time since meeting his parents, I had imagined myself years from now dying an old, shriveled-up elf woman in a soft bed in a large brightly lit room filled with solemn children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. And there would be Alex, sweetly, gently cradling my head, still looking as young and hale as the day I met him. A last, simple kiss goodbye and I could drift off into the end having lived a life and loved a man like no other. Damn it, I was supposed to go first! 
The girls had hastily made a small camp outside the back entrance of the cave since no one really wanted to relive the carnage inside over and over again. And at least outside, there was fresh untainted air. The vampires were all dead, at least the ones not under Belrothe’s protection, and I might have taken out a couple dozen of those by accident, I couldn’t be sure at this point. I really don’t remember much past the amulet incident and Winya’s constant yelling in my mind. I essentially turned off our link and became the bloody harvester of the undead; I suppose I have Portia’s dreams to thank for that. When I regained sanity, the carnage was appalling even by my dream standards; I didn’t just kill them, I made them unrecognizable as ever having been human. Still it did nothing to make me feel better. I gather by the fearful looks and the muffled whispering of my companions that they were too frightened of me to even venture back into the cave. Instead, they sent Reginaldo in to carry me physically out of the bloody abattoir.
I sat on a log staring into the campfire, oblivious to the activity around me. In front of me, hanging from a branch driven into the ground, was the amulet that had caused all this trouble. I hated looking at it, yet it was the last object my lost lover had touched and so it held a certain sad fascination for me as well. My mind reeled from the enormity of it all; I was adrift, no direction, even the thought of continuing on to the dark elf capital seemed without value. I was truly undone and alone. 
Belrothe had, of course, left before dawn with her entourage of vampires she thought she could rehabilitate. I could also tell she needed to visit Riverfield and see for herself. There were a couple of times before she departed that it looked like she wanted to come up and say something to me. But her own personal grief, combined with the mad slaughter she had witnessed, was probably too much for even a 1200-year-old being to comprehend and deal with. Her human liegemen were still bustling around the area, however, feeding and readying the last of the farmers for transport back to their homes. Even more wagons had shown up recently to transport the greater numbers of captives back to their villages. From the shouts of joy and laughter I heard, it sounded like we had saved them all, except for Bel’s family, that is.
I heard a buzzing sound, and Nia flew up and gently hugged my face before she settled on my shoulder. She looked exhausted and completely wrung out from crying. I noticed a pair of sad-eyed druids shuffle up and sit down dejectedly on a nearby log. They had been moving back and forth on the periphery of my vision for some time now, trying to gather the courage to speak to me. Their young minds struggled to reconcile the dark elf sitting before them in silence with the berserker who stalked the cavern last night steeped in blood. 
“What do we do now, Maya? Shouldn’t we look for Alex?” Lin whispered, eyeing me cautiously, keeping herself between my sword arm and Jules. 
I continued to watch the fire, willing it to spread out of its containment and burn the world down to a blackened cinder. Instead, I managed a hollow answer for them, not bothering to look at them. “Believe this, if Alex was anywhere on this planet, I would run, walk, or crawl on my knees to reach him. But Winya says he is not; she believes he was dragged into Hell itself.”
“But surely the Nova must be able to find him!”
“Perhaps, but in all the legends, I have never heard of anyone returning and the Nova are forbidden from interfering. In any case, Rosa knew the moment it happened, and the way they watch us, so did the Nova. You can believe if there was a way to bring him back, his parents would be here right now and damn the rules or consequences! But it’s been half a day and nothing…just nothing.” 
I shifted uneasily on my log seat, silently cursing what I was about to do, but I had no stomach for tact, or even life itself at the moment, as I continued, “I am a warrior, I have seen hundreds of comrades fall in battle and, in the end, only the mission and the damn memories remain. There is nothing to be gained by dwelling on what we cannot change. Tomorrow, you girls will take the warhorses back to Sky Raven. I tied Alex’s shield back onto Somnus’s saddle, and you will need to see that the horse and shield are returned to Oreale. Humans place great importance on this custom of returning the shields of the fallen. Afterwards, you will return to your studies. Nia, you will be going with them; you are still listed as a student. There are many things that Rosa can still teach you about being a wizard, and you have your people’s future to think about.”
“Aren’t you coming with us, Maya?” Jules whimpered softly as Lin wrapped an arm around her for comfort.
“No,” I said tonelessly. “I will continue on to warn my people and fight by their side to the end. If I should survive, I will secure the magic stone from the dark elves and bring it to Sky Raven in the hope that we can still use it to restore magic to the world. Hopefully, Darroth can do the same with the dwarves.”
There was a soft thud of footsteps behind us, and the girls whipped around to see Kaima and Somnus standing there, heads down, flames at the lowest level I had ever seen, as if joining in our sorrow. Lin got up and took their reins and walked them back to the grassy area where she’d had them tied up to graze. Securing them again, she walked back and sat down exhausted with the rest of us.
We sat there for a long time, each lost in our own thoughts, no one speaking a word, just gazing into the slowly dying fire. I threw more wood on the flames and watched it catch and flare up.
This time, I wasn’t even surprised when the familiar thud of heavy hooves moved steadily up behind us again. Lin raised Jules head off her shoulder and glared at the Vakhas over my shoulder.
“That’s the third time I’ve tied those two up,” she muttered. “I don’t know why I even bother.” 
Suddenly, Somnus threw up his head as if he had heard something and snorted out a puff of blue flame, his eyes fixated on the amulet draped over the stick by the fire.
Lin jumped up and ran to the horse, rubbing her hands over his head and tilting her head as if listening. 
“He’s refusing to talk to me again,” Lin complained, as the huge horse started walking right past her and closer to the fire, still staring at the amulet hanging from the branch. “Hey, buster, now is not the time to get all holier-than-thou on us about the amulet…hey, where are you going? I swear you should have been born a donkey; at least you would have had a clear conscience for being an ass!” 
Somnus stopped and swung his great white head in an arc toward the druid and sneezed. A gout of snot and icy blue flame caught her right between the eyes and dumped her on her backside in the dirt.
Wiping her face, a very angry Lin catapulted up from the ground and stomped her foot. “Hey now, that was just rude!”
The Vakha whinnied a horse laugh and continued his slow calculated march toward the fire and the amulet. Reaching it, he stopped and brushed his nose on the metal as if tasting its magic. With another snort, the flame level on his hooves and mane increased tenfold and soon blue flame was running across his entire body. We all leaned back as he became a four-footed inferno of blue flame; you couldn’t see his coat anymore as it was all flame. Finally, he touched his nose to the amulet again and the flames seemed to jump across and set the metal itself on fire!
“Somnus, stop it!” Julia screamed, but the great horse would have none of it. He backed up a few steps, snorted out another puff of blue smoke, reared, and charged toward the amulet. Amazingly, the blue flames on the amulet widened in a large circle as the warhorse approached. As he entered the ring, Somnus reached out and snagged the amulet off the branch with his massive teeth, pulling it and himself through the portal just before the fire extinguished and the portal snapped closed, leaving only a hint of icy blue smoke wafting in the still morning air.
“Great, now I can’t even return his shield to his mother,” I whispered, wondering why the Vakha had acted so strangely.
We all sat there dumbfounded for a short while, unsure if we were waiting for the Vakha to return or if he was lost as well. Both druids grilled poor Kaima about Somnus’s behavior, but he apparently didn’t bother to tell her anything either, and she returned to grazing nonchalantly in the long grasses. 
Finally, I could wait no longer; my people had to be warned of the impending invasion. I packed a few essentials in a shoulder bag, barked my last instructions, and awkwardly hugged all three girls one last time before I set out across the fields in the direction of my home. I had made it a scant couple hundred yards when Winya broke through my mental barriers with one word, “Alex!”
………………………………………. 
Alex
For the four hundredth and sixteenth time, I paced off the distance between the walls of Hell’s arena and assessed my situation. For months, I have analyzed the magic of this place and have finally come to the conclusion that demon magic is not like enchanter magic and is, therefore, beyond my understanding. There is nothing here like the matrix I found in the wizard’s arena that I could manipulate; it just is. When I finally woke up after my fight with the demon, I was still slumped up against the rock wall, horn still in my hand, a complete mess both inside and out. The first day or two, I was concerned that replacement challengers might appear to fight me again. But there had been nothing, and while I feel the pain of thirst and hunger, my body doesn’t seem to be wasting away, either. All of the wounds I received from the demon have, in fact, fully healed in time. So I have come to theorize that this place is not really Hell but some sort of a testing arena between Heaven and Hell. Perhaps the home team, in this case the demons, get to set the game parameters. But, as there is no way to prove this idea, I may never know. I frequently examined the second remaining horn from the demon but it yielded no insights, nor did it seem to be any sort of key to escaping this plane.
It’s still very hot, and I have experimented with taking off all my armor, some of the armor, or just leaving it on. Surprisingly, as long as I am not doing anything strenuous, I am more comfortable in the armor than out; usually I go without the helm, though. There is no morning, day, or night in this place, but I force myself to spend at least half my time trying to devise a way to get back home. The other half of my time, I allow myself the pain of thinking about my friends who I may never see again and, of course, Maya. Memories are both a blessing and a curse in this dimension, and I relive every conversation I ever had with my dark elf beauty in vivid detail. Sometimes, if I linger too long in memories, the pain becomes unbearable...so I sleep whenever possible.
When you have months with absolutely nothing to do but think, time weighs heavily on a person. I will admit the thought of just walking out into the lava flow and ending it all held some initial attraction, but I had to believe in my parents’ story about the threads of fate and how mine and Maya’s were intertwined. I was determined that I would not be the one responsible for breaking our thread, not now, not ever.
I was in the middle of a dream about Maya; she was so beautiful, so amazing with her light purple skin and curly silver hair. At the moment, she was nuzzling my neck, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and gave her a gentle kiss. I was puzzled though; for some reason her skin and hair were cold. In the middle of our lovemaking, she nickered loudly, a sound I don’t think I’ve ever heard her make before. Feeling odd, I opened my eyes, and a huge snout was blocking most of my vision. Startled, I backed up and banged my head on the rock face I was leaning against.
“Ouch…Somnus?” I asked, rubbing my head and wondering at the same time if this was the same dream or if I was dreaming about dreaming again. Well, either way, I’m awake now. I slowly got up, retrieved and clipped my helm to my belt and stretched nonchalantly. Cautiously, out of the corner of my eye, I checked to see if the apparition of my horse was still there, and he was. Next, I looked around the very familiar vista of the arena - yup, it still looked like Hell to me. All the while Somnus was getting impatient, stomping around as if he had somewhere to go. He kept going over to a small ledge in the rock face where I had killed the demon. Walking over, I noticed something unusual; it was the amulet I took from Kotoch! 
“Somnus, did this bring you here?” He nodded, swinging his huge head up and down. “Can we use it to get back?” Another nod and suddenly his blue flames intensified, like a blacksmith had suddenly pumped up the bellows on a kiln. He twisted his head around and lowered his back for me to swing up and into the saddle, my leg colliding with my shield tethered to the other side. I quickly stuffed my trophy demon horn in a saddlebag, secured my hammer in its sheath, and slid my helm on. A few moments later, a large blue portal opened up in the middle of the rock wall before us, and as we plunged through, I remembered to snatch the amulet off the ledge and hold it tight. For a brief moment, I felt like we were in the blackness of space, that cold area between the warmth of stars and the imagination of men. 
We blasted out of thin air, stomping right through a burning fire pit causing a huge shower of sparks and ash to cascade into the morning air. Somnus vaulted over a fallen log and I saw a couple of girls in travel clothes dive to either side to avoid the juggernaut. Once clear of obstructions, Somnus swung around and came to a complete stop, allowing me to slide off. I dropped to my knees and threw off my gauntlets and helm, reaching my hands into the cool damp grass, laughing like the village idiot - I was home!
I looked up to see Lin and Julia with their hands over their mouths in excitement and a pixie doing loops over their heads. I staggered up with a big silly smile on my face. Almost immediately, I felt my legs kicked out from under me by someone whose armor was of comparable weight and found myself on my back with a deadly serious dark elf straddling my chest. Maya looked down at me, her chest heaving with emotion. Lips curled, teeth bared, eyes frosty, she was every inch the predator that I only occasionally caught glimpses of. It was a jarring reminder that she was no mere human girl.
“Alex Martin, Prince of the Nova, if you ever scare me like that again, so help me, I will kill you myself!” she rasped painfully. She put both her hands tenderly alongside my jaw and brought her deep, emerald green eyes close to mine, searching my face for any trace of resistance. A second later, her lips crushed my own, and I felt warm tears of joy streaming down both of our faces. We couldn’t decide if we wanted to laugh, cry, or giggle hysterically the entire time we kissed, and we kissed for a very long time. Finally, she let me get back on my feet, but she kept a hold on me while I got wild, ecstatic hugs from Nia, Lin and Julia. At last, all four demanded to hear what had happened, and I relayed the story as I knew it. It was my turn to be surprised when I found out that I hadn’t been gone for months or even weeks, but more like twelve hours!
Suddenly, my head started to burn like I was set on fire. “Alex, you bastard! Maya might not kill you, but I certainly will!” Rosa’s voice was threateningly loud in my head. “Do you have any idea what you put me through? The pain that cutting the link like that caused me?” I could feel the sadness flowing off of her as I did my best to comfort her. “You almost left me alone in this world again, you stupid fool! I don’t think I have ever been that scared in my life when you vanished, or so happy when you came back. Please don’t try anything like that again; I don’t think my old heart could take it!”
After calming Rosa down and promising to talk to her more later, I tried to catch up on what happened after I left. While I felt well-rested, the girls were a mess. Jules and Lin were still red-eyed and had exhausted so many of their spells that they could barely stand. Nia had greeted me enthusiastically, but was now collapsed, splayed out on Kaima’s broad back, snoring fitfully. Maya was the worst, her armor was more red and black than white, and there were layers of gore and filth everywhere on it. She was gaunt-faced and haggard and it looked like she had lost fifteen pounds since I last saw her. I could tell from her dark rimmed, deep set eyes she desperately needed sleep as well, but was fighting it in an attempt to cling to me as much as possible.
First to business; I managed to get ground cloths and blankets out of the packs and arranged them on comfortable spots on the ground near the replenished fire. And I ordered the two girls to lie down and get some sleep, promising to wake them with some food when I had it ready. They nodded off happily with relieved smiles on their faces.
Maya needed more work, a lot more work. I helped her remove the armor and set it aside for a good cleaning, and I mostly - sort of – averted my gaze as I had her remove the leather under padding and change into warm sleepwear. I wiped her face, arms, and hands with a cloth moistened from a water skin and, for the most part, she handled my ministrations calmly but refused to take her eyes off me for a second. I nestled her down into the warm blankets and just happily watched her inhale and exhale peacefully for a little bit before her eyes finally drifted closed. Walking over to where the horses were standing quietly, untethered, I first stopped by Somnus and patted him on his broad neck.
“Thank you, Somnus, you are amazing!” He nodded his big head up and down, in complete agreement. Unable to resist, I leaned in close and whispered, “But you’re not as good a kisser as Maya.” He snorted and looked away with a disgruntled huff. Chuckling, I dug through one of the saddlebags on the ground until I found Nia’s small pack. Retrieving her magically enhanced warm blanket, I carefully picked her up from where she had crash-landed on Kaima’s back and wrapped her in the blanket. I carried her back to the campfire area and placed her in a good spot; close, but not where she would get sat on or disturbed. The next order of the day was food! I felt like I hadn’t eaten in months, and the magic users and Maya had to be starving.
From a short distance away, I heard a mouth-organ playing a tune and I looked over to see the last of Belrothe’s wagons being loaded up. I jogged over and was pleased to see the same older farmer we had talked to after the attack in the forest. He came striding toward me with a big grin on his face.
“I was hoping to be able to thank one of you in person!” he bellowed. “We saw your camp over there but we didn’t want to intrude; we all owe you folks so much!” 
“We were glad to help, even if we aren’t paladins,” I snickered thinking about Maya’s reaction.
“My name’s Jostin, but everyone calls me Jo.” He chuckled deeply. “We’re just packing up the last of the food and bandages and stuff to take back to the village, and we hope to never see this place again ever!”
“Food?” 
“Yeah, we brought a ton of it along from the village, but most of the people weren’t interested in eating; they just wanted to get out of here as fast as possible.”
A few minutes later, I swaggered back into our camp fully laden with baskets of eggs, four arm-sized lengths of smoked sausage, loaves of fresh bread, a crock of butter and a bag of iced pastries, all of which the teamsters were more than happy to unload, especially to their saviors. In short order, I had the fire stoked and I was cooking again, smiling as I thought about how much I had missed this simple chore. 
Waking Maya was easy; all I had to do was wave the huge plate of eggs and sausage in her general direction and she was sitting up, arms outstretched to receive it. Most of the food on her plate was already gone by the time I retrieved the toasted bread from the sticks I had placed next to the fire. She sighed contentedly, chomping on the thick slices of buttery goodness. Her big emerald eyes watched me as I played the fool and finally coaxed a small smile out of her.
“Alex, have I ever told you how much better life is when you are around?” she said huskily, a wide range of emotions and a few tears running down her face.
“Maya, I feel the same about you. I just had what seemed like months to consider the alternative, and it’s not something I ever want to do again,” I said quietly, refilling her plate and drinking in her nearness.
“Good, we’re agreed. You will never leave me again, your Queen commands it!”
“By your command, my Lady,” I chuckled and worked on preparing more food. Seemingly full for the time being, Maya snuggled back down into her blankets and for the first time, smiling, she drifted back to sleep.
The girls were also more than happy to be roused for feeding, and they raced through their meal almost as fast as Maya, but their eyes really lit up and they squealed with delight when they spotted the pastries. Once they were both sated and seemingly incapable of eating another bite, I tucked them back into their beds. Finally, I turned my attention to Nia, picking her up and bringing her close to the fire. 
“Hey, little girl, you need to wake up and eat something.” Nia’s big eyes shot open and the tears started pouring out as she clutched me feebly.
“Mister Alex, I thought I had lost you. I can’t lose any more family, I just can’t!” she sobbed, and I felt tears well up in my own eyes. “I’m such a bad bodyguard, bad Nia!” she hissed angrily.
“Hey now, there was nothing you could have done. I’m still alive. Besides, you did something much more important for me; you had Maya’s back when I wasn’t around to be there for her!”
“Yeah, about that, Mister Alex,” Nia gulped nervously. “You can’t ever do anything like that again. No, I mean it. Maya really lost it in that cave last night; to say she went into a berserker rage would be comparing a fart to a hurricane! I think Winya was the only thing keeping her from the point of no return.”
“She’s right, Alex,” a very haggard-sounding Winya whispered through our link. “Maya was very, very close to the abyss. It was bad; I tried to control her through the armor as much as I could, and I’m pretty sure I damaged our relationship in the process. But my primary mission is to protect her and I couldn’t lose another Queen, not like this. She hasn’t spoken to me since.” I think I heard tears forming in her voice.
“Winya, you did everything I could ever have expected of you. She had a big shock; I’m sure once she has recovered, things will return to normal. I will talk to her when she wakes up.”
“Thank you, Alex, I owe you everything as usual…” her voice trailed off listlessly.
“C’mon, Miss Super Pixie Wizard, let’s get you fed,” I said playfully, poking Nia in the stomach.
Letting the girls get some much needed sleep, I busied myself by cleaning up camp and scrubbing the crud off of Maya’s armor and rinsing it out. I found a small stream with some deep quiet holes a couple hundred yards from camp and made several trips to clean armor, rinse out and refill water skins, and clean cooking utensils. I even found time to strip out of my own gear and give it a much-needed rinse. The volume of crusty dried blood that rehydrated and was carried away in the current told me that whatever I had experienced in the Hell dimension was no dream. I took a swim while I was at it; after spending a few months in Hell, the icy cold water felt refreshing to say the least. 
In the late part of the afternoon, I woke up the wizards and Maya and fed them the remainder of the eggs, sausage, bread, and pastries. They all went back to sleep while I contacted Rosa and we had an in-depth discussion about the amulet. She had some interesting ideas about making some modifications to it; and after consulting heavily with my mother, she and I spent the rest of the afternoon working on it. Waking the girls finally as the sun was getting low in the sky, I sent them down to the stream to clean up and dress, while I struck camp. We had agreed earlier that if we travelled all night, we could make the dark elf capital by early morning. Most of us could see perfectly well in the darkness, and it wouldn’t slow down the Vakhas in the slightest.
Just as we were about to saddle up in the deepening twilight, a figure appeared stalking toward us out of the rising ground mists. Casting back her hood; Belrothe appeared startled to see me as she gracefully walked up and bowed formally.
“Sir Alex, I am very surprised and happy to see you!” She smiled and then nodded somewhat nervously to Maya and the girls.
“Thank you, Lady Honalde, I am relieved to be back as well. Please accept my deepest condolences on your losses in Riverfield.” I could see her usually stony features cloud with predatory anger.
“Thank you. I wanted to report that I have evaluated most of the seventy or so that escaped last night’s ‘situation’ with whole skins.” She glanced warily at my dark elf. “I am now down to about forty of which I am reasonably sure of their loyalty, the rest were culled.” She shifted uncomfortably on her feet and looked like she wanted very badly to say something. Finally, she just sighed and spit it out. “Sir Alex, from what I have seen these past two days, I am convinced that you two are indeed the Children of Light and Darkness and that Pharmon is the great evil that opposes you. The evil bastard has attacked my person, my family, and those charges under me. Honalde blood is never spilled unanswered! Never! I now require vengeance for those slain. I pledge my service to you and your cause until this creature is destroyed forever. I have left my lands in the control of others, including my remaining grandson, and I am ready.”
I was taken aback for a moment, never expecting a twelve hundred year-old vampire to want to become one of the team. I could see a number of both advantages and disadvantages to the options; finally I nodded and replied, “Lady Honalde, any assistance you could provide would be welcome. Might I suggest that rather than coming along and fighting by our side, which could be difficult for you in the daylight hours, we give you a task more suited to your strengths?”
Her eyes narrowed inquisitively. “What exactly did you have in mind, Sir Knight?” 
“You are among the oldest and most dominant of your kind, Lady,” I said pulling out the newly reworked amulet from my pouch. Startled she took a half step back and hissed. “Do not be afraid, my mentor and I have changed the nature of this version of the Amulet of Tepestra; it will now work for our cause.”
“In what way?”
“We have turned it into a demon magnet and prison, if you will. From now on, when it is in the close presence of one of the other five Amulets of Tepestra, it will draw the demon out of that amulet and chain it harmlessly within this one, rendering the other amulet useless.” 
“And this will help destroy the Lifebane, how?” she queried, reaching up and absently brushing a few strands of blonde hair out of her eyes. 
“With the other amulets, the Duke still commands a vast army of vampires, which are a deadly knife blade against the heart of our opposition,” I said, holding up the piece. “But an elder vampire such as you could use this to destroy his hold over the vampire legions and rob him of one of the most devastating weapons in his arsenal.”
“I see,” she said with a quirky smile. “I do know when I am being played, young Alex, and it’s not as satisfying as ripping the desiccated heart out of the damn lich. But as a leader myself, I am wise enough to recognize one must match strengths to weaknesses in battle. It is still an important role you give me and I will accept the task you offer.” 
I handed the amulet over to her and watched her place it around her graceful neck. “Good fortune and fair winds, Lady Honalde.” 
“Just make sure you kill the bastard for good this time,” she gritted, showing some impressive fangs, and with a wave to the others, disappeared back into the gloom.
…………………………………………….
Within the halls of the grievous tower, orange foxfire played uneasily along the dusty cobblestones leading to the grand throne room that had not seen good cheer in more than four centuries.
The large chair in the center of the room was occupied with its resident, a malignant darkness pressed against the light. The flames from the few wall sconces hanging precariously on the walls were stock still as if the firebrands themselves were afraid to move.
To the right of the throne lay a twisted body that had been carelessly thrown aside in a heap. A fresh trail of black blood pooled below a clenched fist that extended over the arm of the chair. What was formerly Duke Pharmon held a heart recently ripped out of the chest of its owner. Idly, he massaged it in his fingers like a sponge, a low growl churning in his throat.
Suddenly the sconce lights winked out in unison as arcane red light started to stretch out from the doorway and windows, eventually spider webbing across the ceiling. The figure in the chair stood up, took a step forward, and then went down hard on its knees. The sound of ancient bone like cracking bamboo twigs. Head down nearly to the floor, the necromancer waited.
Darkness oozed like spilled oil from the window that looked out over the brutal sea and rocks below, coalescing into a dark female form in an inky black dress. Her skin was coppery but her featureless eyes exactly matched the color of her garment.
What served for eyes of the fierce Duke looked up at her and rasped. “Delphine?” 
A curvaceous mouth opened slightly revealing sharp onyx teeth, and laughed. “No, I am not your demon mistress, you pathetic worm.”
“Then why do you torment me so with her image?”
“Because it pleases me to do so,” she tittered, watching the Duke shift uneasily on the stone floor. “We have unfinished business, you and I. Do you not remember your Kerr master?”
“Four hundred years is a long time, Mistress; but, yes, I remember you as if it were yesterday.” The corpse growled, a strange broken-glass-over-stone sound.
“Funny, it’s been like five minutes to me,” she giggled, but then her voice hardened into something distinctly inhuman. “When you breathed your last, killed by that red-haired warrior, you howled to the stars for vengeance. I was impressed and answered your plea, even though you had not yet fulfilled our original bargain. You swore to serve me faithfully for all time, did you not?”
“I did, and I have kept my part.”
“Hmmm…not so much. I gave you specific instructions and, amazingly, you have managed to flounder about and fail miserably so far. One, you were to destroy as many humans, elves, dwarves and magical beings as possible. Two, you were to be alert for signs of the Nova tampering with this world and, specifically, kill the Children of Light and Darkness. Three, destroy the Nova fortress now called Sky Raven. Any of this ringing a bell for you?”
“Mistress, my armies have conquered more than half of the known world, we are rooting out magic like rats under a chicken coop. Unfortunately, the Child of Light has proven to be ‘resourceful’ and has surrounded himself with capable companions.”
“I give you renewed existence, unlimited riches, off-world help and high-level demons, and that’s the excuse I hear? He’s surrounded by capable companions?” She paused and shook her head sadly and sighed, “I blame myself, actually. I know I should only be using still living necromancers, but then I hear these rage-filled, dying oaths and I turn to butter. Listen up, mush brain! Kill the magic, find those keystones, and drop them into the deepest ocean before they can be used to recharge that damn fortress; and, by the stars, kill the Child of Light or Child or Darkness…really! Either one will do, but get it done!”
“If it’s so easy to deal with the Child of Light, perhaps you should finish him yourself,” the Duke growled testily.
“Whoa, watch the attitude, you know it doesn’t work that way. We Kerr cannot kill Alex Martin anymore than the Nova can kill you; against the rules.”
“Bah! Rules, what rules do such as we follow?”
The image that was not a woman stamped her foot and squealed angrily, “You really did not just include your pathetic dung-brained existence on a par with me, did you?”
“No, Mistress.”
“The Nova are up to something and we want it stopped. Do your job and you will be richly rewarded. I might even throw in the soul of that red-haired swordswoman you desire so badly. But continue to fail me, and you will be cast aside and get nothing!”
“The Nova will not prevail, Mistress!”
The Kerr smiled, exposing all those black, sharpened teeth. “They will not prevail in either case, Lifebane. I intend to turn this miserable rock of a planet with its stinking Nova-built fortress into space slag. But I do love it, and it’s so much more satisfying to see the heroes of good fall short and sprawl in the dirt. To see the shame in their eyes when they see everything they hold dear die bleeding in the dust as if it had never been. To know their abject failure has doomed everyone and everything on their world!”
 



Chapter 11
Alex
We mounted our horses and trotted off into the deepening night. Along the way, Maya, Winya, and I had a long soul-baring chat through the conduit. Eventually, my stubborn dark elf grudgingly forgave her best friend for trying to save her life; and by the second hour of the trip, they were chatting along again like nothing had happened. I felt a warm pulse through the conduit from Winya, like someone giving you a fond hand squeeze. By dawn, we were approaching the dark elf capital. 
The first rays of the morning sun were at our back as we were all grouped on the top of a small rise looking down into the lowlands below. We had just travelled along the road traversing some fairly modest hills and canyons. But the land was changing rapidly. The road we had followed all night had now reached its destination, snaking down the hillside and ending at a huge wooden gate set into a stone arch. On either side of the gatehouse, stretching in an encompassing arc, was a fifteen-foot-high hedge wall. My old village had had one similar to this one; it’s a very dense living structure, and the plants that make it up also have poisonous thorns so most wise creatures give it a wide berth. Typically, the elves will build up wooden scaffolding on the backside to provide places for their archers to rain havoc down upon any attackers; and this one was no different. From our vantage point, I could see over the wall into the city itself. 
The Capital beyond looked nothing like the simple village where I grew up. It was primarily low wooden, and the occasional stone, buildings set into a grid pattern. The generous size of the streets spoke of the primary mission of this place, which was trade with other races. Maya had warned me not to expect a huge castle or keep arrangement here; for the dark elves, the dark forbidding forest behind the city was their castle. The Capital was used for trade and diplomatic purposes so you would find more warehouses than noble manors here. Flowing alongside the southern edge of the city was a slow, wide river; and there were a number of large flat-bottomed freight-hauling boats tied up to docks that indicated even more trade options. 
Unfortunately, there would be precious little trade going on until the five to six thousand unwanted guests in the form of skeletons and zombie warriors in the process of mounting a full frontal attack were eliminated. The wall was ably manned by several hundred dark elf archers, both men and women, who were rapidly firing into the undead mob tearing into the hedge wall with rusty swords, falchions, and bare hands. Instantly, I saw two flaws in the dark elf defense; one, poisonous shrubbery has no effect on the undead, and two, arrows really don’t damage skeletons and zombies enough to stop them. The hedge was taking a lot of damage, and it didn’t take much imagination to realize that the wall would have huge gaps torn through it soon.
Maya winced, taking in the tactical situation as she is far better at it than I am. She turned to me from her position on Kaima’s back. “I need to get down there into the city and find my parents, if they’re even here. Do you think you can take some of the pressure off the main gate?”
“You go and find your family, we can take care of ourselves. I think between Nia, Jules, Lin and the horses, we can become a pretty good nuisance.” 
Maya smiled with a trace of worry on her face as she reached across and drew me in for a quick kiss. “Just remember, Magic Boy, getting yourself killed is not an acceptable way to weasel out of meeting my parents.” She replaced her helm, and with a giggle of excitement, swung a leg over the side of her mare and slid down. Activating her stealth mode, she ran off down the hill.
Wow, get kidnapped by a demon and trapped in an alternate universe just once and everyone assumes you’re helpless. Wrenching my view away from the windswept grasses where I last saw my dark elf, I turned to the druid girls.
“Are you two ready for this?”
“Oh yeah!” Lin confirmed excitedly. “It’s about time we got to take out some undead ourselves; you and Maya always hog all the action.”
“Is there anything you can do as druids to repair that wall before it goes down completely?”
Jules thought for a second and then answered, “Yes, I could encourage it to re-grow itself and maybe get some ironwood to grow through it as well to give it more strength, but I will need to get right up to the wall to make it work.”
“Ok, this is what we’re going to do. Nia and I will charge down and blow a hole through the undead line. You two follow in our wake and get set up to do your wall repair. Use Kaima and Reggie to keep them off you while Julia is casting her stuff. Lin, you are free to open up some holes and crush any undead that come close to Jules. Can you do that? Hopefully, the elves will see that we’re trying to help and not fire on us.” Both girls nodded determinedly as they stifled some giggles and tried to look tough.
Nia and I laughed at their expressions; those two just don’t have the faces to look mean and dangerous, which I guess could work to their advantage in life at some point. “Ok, you two will be riding on Kaima so keep each other safe.” The girls nodded excitedly.
I walked over to Kaima and started brushing her down. “Ok, Kaima, I’m trusting you to keep them safe. They aren’t the fighters Maya and I are, so if things get too heavy, get them out of there and find a secure place, got it?” The horse tilted her head and puffed a cool stream of blue flames across my face.
With that out of the way, I helped the girls mount up; Lin was in front with the reins and Julia was latched on behind her. But even though Lin was holding the reins, I knew who really was in charge here. Julia called out, “Reggie is here and ready to kick some butt! Apparently, he has about the same tolerance for undead as this lively lady does, and by that I mean like none at all!”
I was about to remount Somnus when I heard three loud crashes in the distance. Rising from behind a hill to the north of us were three huge flaming fireballs that sailed across the sky. Trebuchets? Here? Two of the donkey cart-sized burning objects landed inside the city, and from the amount of smoke and debris they generated on impact, there would be buildings on fire. The third just missed the main gatehouse and stuck like a meteor outside, taking out a dozen or more undead, the flames pushing back many of the horde. Crap, this changes everything; if we allow the siege engines to do their work, they could pound the entire Capital to dust and ash in a couple hours. Fortunately, they are slow to reload. 
I swung up into the saddle on Somnus. “Nia, think you could fly Combat Pixie over to those siege engines and toss a little fire of our own on them?”
Nia nodded, but grabbed my ear and forced me to look at her, and boy was she upset! “The next time you decide to touch anything amulet-related, evil-related, god-related, or even Nova-related, I had damn well better be on your shoulder or you’re a dead man, you hear me?” The girls giggled, and Nia pointed a finger at them. “Can it, Aunties-in-Law! This is between me and my father!” She refocused on me. “So, do I make myself clear?”
“Perfectly clear,” I said with a smile.
“Good.” Tears swelled up in her eyes. “Because I don’t think I can take losing you again. You and Maya are all I really care about anymore, and if I lost you…I don’t think I could live like that.”
I pulled off a gauntlet and brushed away the tears. “Hey, we’re not going anywhere without you. So dry those tears, we don’t want your new grandparents to see you a teary mess the first time they meet you, now do we?”
She smiled a bit and wiped away what she could. “No, I guess we don’t.” She raised her arms and spread her legs and wings, “Combat Pixie!” The metal obediently slid up encasing her in a fine coating of ultra light armor. “I hope they are manned by goblins - I hate goblins!” She muttered as she flew off in the direction of the original sound.
In the meantime, the situation had become increasingly worse down at the wall and there were several spots that looked like the hedge was in imminent peril of collapsing. The defenders, recognizing the threat of the trebuchets, launched an attack of their own out of a sally port near the gate. First, fifty or so elf guardsmen with swords and shields spread out, using the burning crater in front of the gate as a defense point. This was followed by another fifty or so mounted light horse which thundered out of the port single file and attempted to break through the undead line by laying about themselves with cavalry sabers. I’m sure the original mission was to break through and attack the siege engines, but with bad odds to start with, things were going nowhere fast, especially when ghouls started popping out of the ground to grab the horses’ legs and bring them down.
I slammed my face shield down. “Everyone ready? Ok, let’s give them hell!” 
……………………………………………….
Maya
I didn’t want to leave him, not after what we had just been through. But the warrior in me also recognized that trying to protect him too much would just result in putting us both at risk. Besides, Alex was only standing for it as much as he was out of concern for my and Nia’s still raw feelings.
Approaching the back of the undead line, it was easy to slip by them unnoticed. Skeletons and zombies really don’t form battle lines so there are always huge gaps to be exploited. Most of the action seemed to be around the main gate, so I chose to go a bit farther south toward the river and found a section of actual stone wall. Winya activated one of her charms on the suit and I was able to climb up and over as if my hands and feet were sticky. So this must be how a gecko feels when he climbs a rock. I dropped down inside the wall and started my search; I had to find my parents. Winya seemed to understand and was keeping a close eye on Alex for me so I didn’t get distracted by worry.
Once inside, it became clear that the Capital was bigger than I thought and a working knowledge of dark elf villages doesn’t equate to finding ones way around a major city. As a child, I never wanted to get any closer to people than necessary, so I never accompanied my father or mother on their trips here. Winya suggested that I look for really big buildings because big equals important, but all I seemed to find were warehouses and stables. It seemed like I wandered for a long time and I considered becoming visible and asking for help, but I didn’t think the white armor was going to make me any friends here, at least right away.
I was about to head toward the main gate area reasoning that my father, as a clan leader, would probably be leading some of the defenses of the city, when a huge whistling ball of flame sailed over me and crashed into a wooden building a hundred yards or so away. Great, now the enemy has siege engines! I heard two more impacts out of my line of sight. Things were going to get a lot grimmer around here with those in the mix. Flames were already rising out of the dying warehouse and yelling and screaming elves were racing everywhere with buckets and sand. Thick heavy smoke was starting to rise above the city and tensions were high.
“According to Alex, Nia is already working on the trebuchet problem,.” Winya said calmly.
The people here were also on high alert; guards were running for the walls, and it seemed like anyone who could lift a weapon was eager to fight alongside their friends and family. What can I say; we’re a combat-orientated kind of people.
Screaming bloody murder, a small group of children suddenly burst around a corner running for their lives, but they seemed to have come from the river side of the city, not where there were fires or where the fighting was at its peak. I sped up and looped around in the direction they had come from in the event there was a break through. Less than a minute of dodging down irregularly laid out streets and alleys at a jog, brought me down to the docks area of the river. Barges were tied up along small piers to keep them out of the current and make loading possible. The general condition of the low wooden buildings was a bit below those in the other parts of the Capital I had passed, but considering the use, all were still functional. There was a commotion down the block as I exited the alley I had been following. I found twenty or more ghouls had crawled up out of the river, circumventing the walls, and were attacking the rear areas where the elderly and children were being kept away from the battle. A few city guards and one female fighter seemed to be the only ones rallying to fight them off. The fighter seemed familiar, and that’s when I caught a glimpse of the weapon she was using, a red spear! Mother?
It was her! But I didn’t have time to get sentimental at this point; two of the guards with her went down to ghoul slashes, and she was effectively surrounded by the horrid beasts. The only thing keeping her from being overwhelmed immediately was that she was using the heavy spear more like a staff than a pointed weapon. But even swinging it in a circular manner about her wasn’t going to stop them for much longer. Another guard went down in a fountain of spraying blood, and Mom was alone in the fight.
“Winya!”
“Already on it. Dropping stealth mode; you will be visible now. Crossbow is ready, with a new feature I think you’ll like.” Winya appeared in my hands in her crossbow form, but this time she looked different. 
“Finished this when you were sleeping. Ten-bolt racks for rapid fire; mind you, we lose a small portion of velocity, but it shouldn’t matter too much against ghouls.”
“Thanks, girl; you’re the best!”
”Seriously, I know. Now let’s save your Mom!”
Winya kicked lightly as we fired bolt after bolt down range, moving forward, shooting with only a light pause when Winya reloaded. I found myself not even having to aim much at all, just fix the location I wanted the bolt to impact in my mind and Winya handled the rest. I didn’t see a single bolt miss its target. Despite Winya’s comment about loss of velocity, I couldn’t see it; the bolts plowed through the ghoul skulls nicely. I would have loved to see the look on Mother’s face when the undead started flipping backwards and dropping like flies around her, but I was concentrating too hard on the results.
In less than a minute, it was over. The last creature’s braincase shattered nicely as a metal quarrel shot through it, and its body dropped like a string less marionette. Suddenly, I was face-to-face with a woman I hadn’t seen in over seven years. She had an astonished look on her face as she slowly surveyed the piles of ghouls that surrounded her. Winya withdrew the crossbow and settled back into her less threatening bracelet form encased seamlessly in my white armor.
My mother was still the same beautiful woman I remembered. Same skin tone and facial structure, same commanding presence. Most people say I look just like her when she was younger, but I don’t see it. She has a dignity and air of maturity that I can only someday hope to copy. She was dressed in a full leather armor that showed off her still fine figure as she bent down to check the pulse of the guards who had gone down around her; unfortunately, they were all past reviving. Straightening up, she shook her head sadly, and finally her green eyes focused on me curiously.
She looked surprised to see me standing there and I wondered if she even recognized me; then again, I was still wearing my helm. “Thank you for the assistance, lady paladin, but I was not aware of any of your order within our walls.” She shifted Gwiwence to a non-threatening, but still ready, position. “Please identify yourself and state your intentions here.”
What the…seriously? I smiled in my armor, paused, and stated in a clipped, business-like voice. “My name is Maya, only daughter of Faeron and Renalla Talmin, high chieftain of the flint bands of my people.” Then I ripped off my helm so she could see my face. “And I’m not a paladin, I’m your daughter!”
That did the trick and I thought she was going to pass out right there. “M…Maya?” my mother stammered, even absently letting
Gwiwence drop to the ground from her hand.
I could feel the tears running down my face. “Yes, Mother, it’s me. How many ghouls do I have to kill to get a hug around here?”
Shakily, she whispered something as she ran to me, wrapping me in her arms and drenching me with tears. “We heard about the attack on the mage school and feared the worst; they said no one made it out alive. But here you are, and just look at you, you’re so beautiful!”
We were both still hugging and crying as I tried to explain. “We were there, but my friends and I were able to get a few hundred out safely.”
“I don’t care right now; you’re here and safe. That’s all that matters to me.”
“Um, I hate to interrupt, but we should move. Looks like more dark elves are here as well as more undead.”
I tried explaining that to Mother but she didn’t seem to care. “I’m not leaving you.” She looked around taking in the situation as even more guardsmen arrived. “Besides, dear, it looks like things are under control here now.” 
One of the newly arrived guards rushed up and bowed nervously to my mother. “Are you injured, my Queen? 
“Queen?” I echoed. My mother dismissed the guard with thanks, but I noticed four more standing off a ways watching us with professional concern. She grasped me by the arm and led me to a quiet area. 
“Maya, a lot has changed since you left, but even more so recently. Your Father is now the King.”
“But he was like twentieth in line-of-succession when I left!” I protested in disbelief.
“Yes, well, our association with Duke Pharmon took a heavy toll on nobility and commoner alike. He threw our warriors into poorly planned battle after battle, treating us no better than the undead fodder that makes up most of his forces. Our losses were staggering, now we barely have enough military left to defend ourselves. The previous Kings were blamed by the Lifebane for every failure, and it cost most of them their lives. Up until we broke free of his tyranny, it sadly became common for a newly-crowned King to commit suicide rather than risk his soul to the Lich!   Your father changed all that by defying the Lifebane and leading us on a path away from his tyranny.”
“Mom, where is Father?”
She looked into my eyes. “He should be close to the front lines, why?” Then her eyes widened. “By the gods, he doesn’t know you’re alive yet! We have to go to him right away; he would never forgive himself if he dies on the front lines before seeing you again.”
She was somehow hugging and dragging me along, or at least trying to, but she had no way of knowing how much the armor really weighed. “You’ve put on some weight over the years, my girl.”
I watched as massive pillars of smoke and the top of what looked like a burning tornado rose from the direction of the fighting. “Yeah, about that…you see, I didn’t come alone and, by this time, I would say they have the front gate under control. And I’m not fat, it’s the armor!”
She sighed in relief. “You brought reinforcements?”
I smiled sheepishly. “Well, there are only seven of us.”
“Seven?”
“If you count the horses, that is.”
She was silent for a second. “From anyone but you, my daughter, anyone but you.”
I didn’t want to say it but Winya was insisting. “And Mom, there is one more thing…you see, Mom, the thing is…I met this boy…”
……………………………………………………………..
Alex
With a horde of undead down there, the Vakhas were irritated as usual, and our charge into the ranks of the skeletons and zombies carved a huge channel all the way to the wall. The few ghouls that tried to bring down our mounts were fried instantly, and pretty much any undead within ten feet on either side of the warhorses got the same treatment. Once at the wall, Lin and Julia hopped off, and Kaima swung around and started taking out anything that came close to them. Reggie had flowed through the earth following us down to the wall, and as soon as the girls started casting, he erupted up out of the soil. This time, an even larger version of himself - easily thirty-five feet tall, appeared and started smashing undead between the huge boulder paddles that served as his hands. It looked like he was destroying a dozen or more at a time with this method. 
Having dropped the girls off close to the wall, Somnus and I turned around and plowed through undead in an attempt to reach the beleaguered dark elf cavalry. Out of the fifty horses that originally tried to break free, there were fewer than twenty still on their feet, and they were plunging around wild eyed, their riders barely able to keep them under control. Finally, their leader just ordered his remaining troops to dismount and release them. The surviving cavalry men and women formed a circle, nearly back to back, fighting off the zombies and ghouls attacking them. Estimating the size of the area between the horsemen and the front gate to be about the same as the vampire cavern, I slid off Somnus and triggered the frost enchantment on my hammer. 
Just like before, the ground became etched in pure white hoar frost as it radiated out in a wave instantly gluing a huge group of undead to the chewed up turf. As there was nothing able to move in my immediate vicinity, I allowed a quick look to the hills where I thought the trebuchets should have been. I was rewarded by the image of several columns of thick roiling smoke rising from the area; something big was definitely burning over there. By the time I shifted my vision back down to the battle, there were a lot of ice statues in front of me. In the confines of a cavern, I was fairly confident that a boot stomp would shatter them. But out here on the open plains on squishy ground, it probably wouldn’t work. So I resigned myself to having to manually smash them all.
What I didn’t count on was a very perturbed Combat Pixie who came buzzing in over the heads of the icy undead. She paused with an evil look on her face over the still-burning crater from the trebuchet impact and cast a spell. Instantly, the winds picked up in a tight swirling motion over the fire pit, pushed upward and captured the flames, sending them 300 feet or more into the sky. The wind moaned like a rabid, savage creature, becoming wide at the top and narrow at the bottom. Just the increased wind velocity in the area had already shattered all the ice statues into drifts of frozen waste. With a slight hand gesture, Nia pushed the howling wind monster out into the mass of still attacking undead that stretched to the south of the gate. Some undead it just obliterated by eroding their flesh and bones into nothingness; some were sucked up into the screaming vortex, incinerated and vomited out the top like a burning chimney. Another hand movement, and the base of the wind column grew and swept the undead before it in thirty foot swaths.
I sat on my horse for a split moment in absolute awe at the sight. Sometimes, even I forget the amount of magical destruction packed into the innocent-looking pixie body, but then I remembered I had a job to do. Riding forward, Somnus and I made short work of any undead left between the cavalry survivors and the main gate. Circling their position, I yelled for them to head back inside the gate, and they responded like the well-trained troops they were. Gathering up their wounded, they dragged or carried them across the battlefield and back inside the safety of the walls. With the wind screaming as loud as it was, it was hard to hear, but I thought I caught the sound of cheers from the walls as the last of them made it inside.
I glanced over and saw Julia with her eyes closed and arms stretched up, chanting something. Upon closer inspection, the hedge wall was looking a lot better; the few undead that were still attempting to break through were getting nowhere. Kaima and Lin, meanwhile, had her back and were repulsing any skeletons or zombies that attempted to get near. Reggie was also still in full battle mode on the north side of the gate area. I think he was almost as destructive as Nia’s fire tornado.
All good things must come to an end, and even Nia’s potent magic had limits. Finally, she had no more to give and the wind monster dissipated as she flew erratically to my shoulder and collapsed with a relieved sigh. Somnus and I spent a little while just riding around incinerating any pockets of undead that we could get to efficiently. 
Finally when it looked like the number of undead were down into the upper hundreds rather than thousands, the dark elf populace could be contained no more and they burst out of their walls in a killing rage for what had been done to their city. Thousands of purple-skinned warriors and shopkeepers alike picked up weapons and headed outside like they were going to some form of sporting event. With favorable numbers on their side for a change, it was a slaughter. Of course, the undead are too stupid to withdraw so they perished, again! The townspeople brought out wagons filled with firewood and lit great conflagrations of wood and oil every fifty feet or so across the battlefield. They then used hooked sticks to drag the corpses into the flames.
I watched this, still on Somnus, from the far edge of the battlefield, and a few minutes later Lin and Julia joined me on Kaima, looking tired but happy at the same time. Reggie had finally had enough and returned to his earth, but not before sucking down nearly all the undead parts back into the soil where they belonged. I had a feeling that those bodies would never be rising again for any necromancer, no matter how powerful. Ashes to ashes; the earth will take its due.
Slowly, we approached the main gate at a walk, weapons sheathed, trying to look harmless. But after what the wall sentries had just seen us do, I could understand how they could be a little taken aback. As we got within talking range of the badly damaged gate, three guards came out, two had bows trained on us and the third carried a sword.
“Hold, paladin! You and your company have not been granted the liberty of our city; state your business here!” he said boldly, but I could sense a large measure of apprehension as well. I also recognized that voice, even if he was speaking in common rather than the dark elf dialogue I was used to hearing. This man had been the lieutenant of the guard from the village where I grew up. Ollis Tancreek was a good man who would often search for me if I wandered out into the woods too far and got lost, which happened from time to time. I didn’t exactly have many friends my age growing up so I had to entertain myself. Usually this involved pretending to be a great explorer or knight errand, and you can only explore so much within the safe confines of the village square.
“Ollis Tancreek,” I intoned gravely in elven, “do you always insult an old friend who usually shared his mother’s famous sweet oat rounds and taught you how to make your wife’s yarrow soup at least marginally palatable, even though everyone said it was the worst in the village?”
The guardsman’s chin dropped a couple inches as I removed my helm and smiled down at him.
His grizzled face broke into a sheepish smile as he chuckled, “Aye, that yarrow soup was pretty foul stuff. Alex Martin, as I live and breathe! By the gods, what are you doing here, boy? He turned to the archers next to him. “Lower your weapons, this man is one of us. Alex, come inside and we will get you taken care of.”
It took them a few minutes to get the damaged gate opened far enough to allow horses the size of Somnus and Kaima to pass through. As we were waiting, Lin leaned across and whispered, “You know these people?” 
“Yeah, he was one of the guards from my old village. He’s a good man and we can trust him.” She nodded as the gate finally opened.
Ollis led us in a ways before stopping us a hundred feet from the gate. “You know the rules, Alex; this is as far as I can take you without the King’s permission.” He smiled up at me. “But I don’t think that will be a problem.” He looked at Somnus and gestured, asking permission to touch him. I nodded, letting him stroke Somnus’s neck. “These are magnificent animals; and from the look of that armor, I would have to say your life has changed a lot since you were the small boy I remember.”
I nodded. “That it has, but surprisingly only in the last year. It’s a long story, and one I would love to tell you when you have time; but for now, how bad was it?”
He sighed. “The attack started yesterday and hasn’t stopped since, even at night. Looking back, though, it couldn’t have gone much better for us really. The undead horde arrived and started attacking, but they were just the scythe fodder; the real heavy hitters that we were dreading never materialized. Even so, if it wasn’t for the new King ordering this wall built, they would have walked right into town and there wouldn’t have been a thing we could have done about it. As it was, our scouts are baffled. Originally, there were more than twice the number of undead mustering in the hills; but for some reason, about half pulled out and simply dispersed. We had also heard from some of our vampire allies that there was going to be a huge vampire attack as well, and that never happened, either.” Ollis slapped me on the leg, since that was all he could reach, and continued, “And, of course, then you and your friends show up out of the blue and take out a big chunk of what was left; including, I assume, those damn trebuchets that we didn’t know about. You have our sincerest thanks, by the way; we would have lost even more lives if you had not shown up.” He looked down the road and grinned. “Uh-oh, looks like I should get back to my post; the Chief, I mean the King, is coming.”
I got down off Somnus and removed my gauntlets, tucking them into a saddlebag. Reaching up, I lifted Lin and Julia off the back of their horse as well. Coming down the broad street were four dark elves in full chainmail and carrying spears. They surrounded a tall, older elf in light chainmail armor and adorned with an impressive royal necklace. I studied him as they approached; he had a surprisingly light-hearted look considering his people had just survived a huge attack. And just like with Ollis, there was much that I was familiar with in that smile, that walk, and sound of his voice as he was talking to his men. I could see that his eyes were much more drawn to the sight of Somnus and Kaima than to any human visitors, but, finally, I couldn’t hold it in any longer and I blurted out, “Fern? You’re the dark elf King?”
I knew Fern was not his real name, but it was what I called the man that I could only describe as my best adult friend while growing up. I still don’t remember what his real name actually is. Yes, he was an adult back then and had some gray in his hair now, but he was still a great man, almost like a second father or an uncle to me. 
His eyes shot wide and he wheeled smoothly to look at my face when he heard that name. “There’s only one family that calls me that. Is that really you, Alex? Ha, it is! I would recognize those eyes anywhere!” He clamped an arm down on my shoulder and gave me a firm handshake. “What are you doing here?”
Ollis made a coughing sound to get Fern’s attention. “Sir, Alex and his friends here were the ones that broke the undead back lines.”
Fern looked at me in a new light and examined my armor. “Yes, I just heard about it. Sorry I missed the action; I was in an emergency defense meeting. So you’re the apparition in white that my cavalry commander was raving about who saved half of his command. Well done! So, Alex, you finally learned how to use a sword then?”
I smiled. “Not quite.” I unsheathed my hammer off my back. The elf guards stirred uneasily, and he waved them off. “I’m more of a smashing kind of guy.”
He eyed the hammer. “I can see that, spikes and all; but where did you get all this? I know dark elves aren’t the best with metal craft, but I have never even heard of white metal.”
“Long story; best kept in private as well.”
He smiled. “Of course, but we need to find Mrs. Fern. She would kill me if she found out you were here and we didn’t call her.” He turned to lead me away, but it didn’t take much to stop him.
“Um, sir, hold on a second, I need to introduce everyone.”
He looked back with an embarrassed nod. “I’m sorry; yes, please do.”
“The two warhorses are Kaima and Somnus; they are well…. pretty unique.”
“I can see that. It’s not every day you see a pair of unicorn-armored flaming white horses, let alone a horse even close to their size; those two are big. Where did you get them? And why do you have two of them?”
I laughed. “Yes, they are big. They were a gift from a close relative and I have a partner running around here somewhere who rides the mare. You see Fern…I met this girl…”
I saw regret and sadness run across his face as he paused momentarily, but he immediately recovered and cloaked it in a broad smile and slapped me on the back. “That’s fantastic, you’ll have to bring her by to meet us sometime. Mrs. Fern is going to be so proud to see what you’ve become.”
Fern looked around absently for a second and then called out a pair of names. Within seconds, two young boys showed up with their hands behind their backs and their heads down as if they had been caught doing something wrong. Fern squinted down at them, the deep laugh lines set in his face. “If you two are going to slack on your duties just to see a bit of the action, I’ll put you to work myself. Take these two fine horses to my stables and tend to them. Food, new bedding, and a good rubdown for both of them, got it?” They both grinned, thinking they might have dodged punishment for what they did and happily got to work. Back in the village, it was severely frowned upon for a child who hadn’t passed his or her adulthood trial to participate in or even witness battle. I chuckled as I watched the boys eagerly take the reins from the girls and lead the horses down the road. They reminded me of the stable boys from Sky Raven and I longed to return there. 
“And who are your friends?” Fern asked.
I brought the girls forward. “This is Lin and Julia; they’re druids from Xarparion.” The girls performed a modest curtsey, and from the way their eyes danced, I knew they were stuffing down a giggle somewhere.
Fern looked at me incredulously. “Druids?” He walked up to them and performed a long, formal bow, then took their hands. “Young ladies, I can’t tell you how pleased I am to meet you. You honor our Capital with your presence. If there is anything I can do to entice you to stay with us longer,” he gave them both a fatherly wink, “you just let me know. In fact, I think I might have just the thing!” He turned and shouted up to the wall. “Ollis, could I borrow your daughter this evening for an assignment vital to the interests of the city? These two druid girls could use a dedicated guide to show them around.
Ollis stuck his head over the wall above us and looked down in confusion, then his face suddenly lit up with understanding. “Of course, my King; she would be very happy to show them around, especially if it gets her out of her calligraphy assignments. Just give me a few minutes to have her fetched.” 
Fern looked back at the girls and released their hands. “Ryllis is one of our brightest young scholars and I think you three will get along famously together. She will take you on a tour of our city’s libraries. If I’m not mistaken, there are a large number of old druid volumes that probably haven’t been cracked open in centuries.”
I think the girls nearly toppled over from shock and glee; in fact, I had to put a hand on Lin’s back to keep her upright. “Your…your…your libraries? she stammered, her eyes shining. “We get to see the archives of the druids of old?” Julia was practically hopping up and down as well.
Fern just laughed. “I see no reason why not. I’m sure the scholars would absolute love the chance to actually talk with some real druids. Alex and I are just going to catch up on some old times, so he can tell me about the past years. It would be rude of me to force the two of you to sit though that.”
I don’t think they heard any of that nor do I think they cared; all they did was bounce around and giggle. I looked at Fern and pointed to Nia on my shoulder. “Fern, I would like to introduce Nia. Aside from obviously being a pixie, she is a powerful wizard in her own right, also my bodyguard and best friend.” Nia preened at the introduction but still kept her eyes on Fern as if daring him to try and separate us. “She’ll be coming with us. I don’t think you will have any luck convincing her otherwise.”
“Wizard Nia,” he chuckled and performed a formal respectful nod, bringing his eyes to her level. “Of course, you are welcome to come with us. My wife, Renalla, adores pixies and she would love to meet you.”
Somewhat mollified, Nia smiled brightly, but then a look of confusion crossed her small face. “Mr. King, sir, is Renalla a common name among your people?”
Fern frowned slightly in thought. “Why no, Nia, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of another Renalla anywhere. Why do you ask?”
Nia stammered slightly before replying, “Um, no reason…it’s just such a pretty name and all.” 
“Well, let’s go find my wife before she finds us, then we’ll have to catch up on old times over a meal. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving!” I laughed to myself; he always seemed to get that line in somewhere every time he came to town to visit. Smiling and happy to be welcomed, I followed him through town with a strangely agitated pixie on my shoulder. 
When Fern had gotten a few steps ahead of us, Nia stood up and walked over my shoulder to whisper in my ear. “Mister Alex, do you remember what I told you the first time I met Maya? About what a great girl she was, but if you ever messed up, she was going to kill you, burnt to a crisp?”
“Um, yeah,” I said, concerned.
“Well, you’re a dead man all right,” she giggled softly.
Just then, we rounded the corner of one of the larger buildings and I heard the trailing end of a conversation, “Mom, you haven’t listened to a thing I’ve said for the past hour and a half…the thing is…I met this boy…” said a voice I would know anywhere. Abruptly, we ran straight into Maya and…Mrs. Fern? Wait, what?
“Maya!”
“Alex?”
“Maya!”
“Father!”
“Father?”
“Alex!”
“Ok, I’m confused now!” I admitted aloud, as Maya and I unconsciously moved next to each other, and the Ferns stood together talking frantically between themselves. I turned to Maya as she looked equally confused. “You know them?” she asked.
I nodded. “Of course, Mr. and Mrs. Fern are old family friends; I’ve known them all my life.”
She placed both hands on my shoulders and fixed me with an icy stare. “Alex, those are my parents!”
Well, I didn’t see that coming, but Nia obviously did as she leaped off my shoulder and was doing hysterical figure eights in the air above us. Mr. Fern, or I guess I should say Faeron, scooped up his daughter, or at least tried to before resorting to just hugging her to death. I even saw tears running down his face, and Maya was just as ecstatically hugging him back. “I am so glad you are all right! We heard about the attack on Xarparion and feared the worst.”
Maya wiped away tears of joy. “I know, Mother told me.” He let her go and held her at arm’s length as he looked her over. “You’ve grown in seven years. You’re no longer the little girl I remember and now are such a beautiful woman.”
Maya blushed and turned away. “Please stop, you’re embarrassing me.”
Renalla came over and gave me a hug as well. “It’s so good to see you again, Alex; you’re so big! I’m sorry we had to miss your last seven birthdays; I hope you can forgive us.” 
“Lady, believe me, we will be asking a lot from you here very shortly,” I thought. Now that I saw them together, the resemblance between mother and daughter was striking. I don’t understand how it never occurred to me before. 
“It’s fine, Mrs. Fern, I mean Renalla.”
She chuckled and hugged me again. “You can call me whatever you like, my dear. Besides, coming from you, Renalla just sounds off. Now tell me, what are you doing here when we are under siege? This is not a safe place for you, young man.”
Faeron and Maya joined us, Faeron still with his arm around his daughter. “Oh, I’d say based on the amount of armor the boy is wearing, I think he knew exactly where he was going,” Faeron grinned.
“Actually, Mother, Alex was the one leading the group of reinforcements I mentioned.”
She sighed, “So help really did come. Maybe we can hold out then.”
Faeron snorted, “The battle’s over, dear. Alex and his two druid friends, two warhorses, a stone giant, and this pixie practically wiped them all out single-handedly!”
“It’s over?” she questioned incredulously, “and what pixie?”
Realizing Nia had finished her aerial acrobatics and snuck back into hiding, I was forced to grab her from her sanctuary in my armor to present to them. Although once dragged out in the open, she instantly did her best to look cute as she always does, and Renalla fell right into her trap. After a few minutes of adoring the pixie, she got a hold of herself. “You three simply must come over to the house! And I won’t take no for an answer, either.” The look on Maya’s face made me think she was actually contemplating something violent.
Winya popped into my mind and she seemed very happy too. “Just so you know, she is going to kill you for this - just saying!” 
“Thanks for your moral support,” I sent back with no small amount of sarcasm.
“No problem, happy to be of service!”
The group of us walked with Maya’s parents and entourage through the city. Along the way, Renalla was trying to make conversation with me and a very uncomfortable-looking Maya in tow. “So, I would say it’s safe to assume from the similarities in armor that you two know each other? Did you both join the same knightly order or something?”
“Mom, I told you, we’re not paladins! But, yes, we met and know each other from Xarparion,” Maya muttered through clenched teeth.
“It’s no matter, dear; I’m sure we’ll hear all about it when you tell us your stories over dinner. Besides, we’re almost home and you two need to get cleaned up, that much armor has to be horribly uncomfortable.” I found that to be rather funny because neither of us particularly wanted to shed our protective shells at all. 
The house was built on a small knoll in the center of the city, with a shallow decorative moat running around most of it. The late afternoon shadows were starting to creep across the grounds but a number of glowing orbs kept it muted, but cheerful. I couldn’t help but notice there was a small contingent of guards patrolling in pairs around the outside. A wide stone footbridge arched over the moat to the front door, and a smaller one led from a path to what looked like stables in the back courtyard. Other than just being very well-made and nice, there really wasn’t much on the outside to distinguish it from the other nice homes in the immediate vicinity. It certainly didn’t fit my image of a King’s palace. Once we were inside, the place became much more impressive; rich wood finishes covered every square inch of flooring and sidewall. Huge, louvered panels brought the breeze into the structure, but there were few windows. Renalla stopped us in the main foyer and made Faeron remove his boots with a wag of her finger. 
“Ok, let’s get you out of that armor.” Renalla beckoned to Maya as she started looking her over. “If I can ever figure out how to get you out of it, that is. Who in the world made this? It almost looks like it was painted on you.”
I couldn’t help but snicker as Maya fixed me with a murderous glare and then looked away from her mother, blushing. “I can take it off myself, Mother,” she grated and started to undo the latches that held everything in place.” Renalla gasped and swatted her fingers away from the process. “Don’t take it off here in front of the boys! We wouldn’t want them to see you naked!” She grabbed one of Maya’s arms and led her away to another room
Winya snickered in my head, “Well, one of them does!”
Faeron watched his wife’s mother-hen impression and beamed. “You have no idea what having Maya back means to my wife. Come on, let’s get you out of your armor as well. The sooner you’re both clean, the sooner we can all eat!”
He led me into one of the back rooms that dropped down a few feet and had a dirt floor. The walls were lined with a modest number of weapon racks holding various weapons; sadly, none were even close to Darroth’s quality of work.
“Small, I’m sure, compared to wherever you both obtained your impressive weapons, but this is all l need.”
I nodded and looked around, spotting a war hammer on the wall similar to the one Maya and I had found in the training shack back at school. I picked it up and gave it a few swings, and I would say it’s almost exactly like the one from training.
“So after all these years of me offering to train you to use a sword, you finally break down and learn a weapon. But is it a sword? No, it’s a bloody war hammer, a weapon more fit for dwarves; I feel mortally wounded!” Just like that, we were back to it being like old times. I knew he was just digging into me to be an ass, but I could also tell he was supremely happy as well.
“Oh, you know, we humans just ‘don’t have the finesse’ to use a blade.” It was a running joke between our families whenever Fern would offer to take me away and teach me to be a proper dark elf and my blacksmith foster father would refuse.
He laughed hard for a few seconds. “I did say that, didn’t I? Oh well, I’m just glad you can hold your own in a fight now. Although I’m going to guess you need all that armor to make up for your lack of speed?”
I grinned. “Well, why don’t we have a race some time and find out?”
“Sounds like a great time! I’m going to go get you something clean to wear, be right back.”
As he left the room, I sighed in relief. I didn’t want to have to take this armor off with him in the room. I don’t think now is the right time to just stand up and say, “Hey, I can shape metal with my mind,” and not be labeled crazy.
With him gone, Nia and I were able to quickly shed the armor in peace. Less than five minutes later, he returned with fresh clothing and a surprised look on his face. “Wow, they must train you very well, and you’re a lot bigger than I thought. You look like you’ve gained a hundred pounds of pure muscle since the last time a saw you.”
“Yeah, well, I did have an spectacular trainer.”
He sighed. “What I would give to be young again…can’t do anything about that, I guess. Come on, I’ve got a bath going in the spare washroom.”
It felt great to take a hot bath and be clean, and Nia seemed as happy in her bucket as I was the tub. Once clean and dry, I attempted to get dressed but, as big as Faeron was, his clothes were elf clothes and not meant for someone with calves the size of mine. Nia saved me from a load of embarrassment by flitting out to the stables to find our packs. She streaked back in a couple minutes outfitted in one of Rosa’s best dress creations and carrying my wizard’s robes from Xarparion.
“Nia, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I faltered, thinking about what it might say before we were ready to say it.
“Sorry, but you forgot to pack anything but battle gear and this for yourself. No choice!”
Crap, I had forgotten that this was a diplomatic mission. Oh, well, at least the robes were the most comfortable clothes I owned, and I had a feeling I was going to be sweating before the end of the evening. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I heard a malicious Winya giggle in the back of my mind.
As ready as possible, Nia and I wandered out into the main area of the house, which had the same theme of hand-crafted beautiful woods everywhere. Some of the walls had paintings that I suppose you would call abstracts, as they didn’t look like anything recognizable to me, but they were still fascinating to look at. Dark elves, for the most part, didn’t clutter their homes with much more than that. While gorgeous, the place still had a practical utilitarian feel about it. 
Finally, we found Maya and her father sitting at a large table and Renalla close by in the adjacent kitchen. Maya was wearing a simple dress, probably borrowed from her mom. Faeron was holding on to her hand, and they were laughing about something from her childhood and just enjoying the simple act of being together. It was obvious to me that there was great affection in this family, and I felt a twinge of guilt that somehow I was responsible for them being apart these many years. After all, my parents did say that Maya essentially went to Xarparion to be close to me.
As we approached, I saw Faeron raise an eyebrow at my robes, and I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, the clothes you brought me were just a little tight.”
“Aren’t those wizard robes?”
“Well, yeah, we did come from Xarparion and we left in kind of a hurry.”
Renalla walked up and inspected me with a warm look. “Oh, leave the poor boy alone, Faeron. At least, he had the good sense to grab a set of robes that hadn’t been dyed yet, that way he won’t offend any real wizards if they see him.”
The smirks were just rolling off Maya and Nia, as they could see how uncomfortable this all made me. Finally, apparently thinking I was primed for the kill, Maya patted the chair next to her, indicating where I was supposed to sit and called out impishly, “Mother could you come here for a second, please?” She looked at her father. “Alex has something he would like to ask you.” She smiled evilly at me and I just knew what she was thinking - payback is a bitch!
Oh well, I probably deserved this, and that was laughingly confirmed by Winya in the back of my mind. Screwing up whatever courage I had left, I turned to Faeron, “Mr. Talmin, I would like permission to marry your daughter.”
He practically leapt from his chair from surprise and Renalla let out some form of excited shriek before she covered her mouth. “Really?” he said excitedly. “That’s…” Then I watched in horror as both their expressions changed to sadness and remorse. “That’s unfortunate.”
Huh?
Renalla put a hand on her husband’s shoulder and her voice was quiet. “Maya, we have wanted nothing more than for the two of you to wed. Hell, we’ve even been trying to introduce the two of you for ages. But a lot has changed since you left. Your father is now King and that changes things dramatically, and not always for the better.”
“What do you mean?” asked Maya, her face completely emotionless.
Faeron spoke again, a single tear starting to run down his cheek. “It means that the clans will demand that you marry for political advantage. In short, law demands that you must either marry the son of another chief or someone from another kingdom who holds the rank of duke or higher.” They both cringed, fearing what she would say, and to be honest, so was I.
After a long, hard minute of thought, her face lit up brightly. “Is that all? Any other rules we need to worry about?”
“Huh?!” they both said, completely baffled by her response.
“I have to marry a duke or higher, right? Well, that’s not a problem at all because Alex is a prince!”
The color completely drained from both their faces from shock and disbelief. “He’s a prince?”
I nodded, somewhat alarmed at their reaction. “It’s true.”
Faeron leaned way back in his chair with a dazed expression on his face, while Renalla started frantically pacing back and forth, holding her head in her hands. After a minute, she started asking questions, but didn’t stop pacing like a caged cat. “Ok, let me get this straight. Alex, you want to marry my daughter?” 
Maya, Nia, and I all nodded. “Yes, ma’am, with all my heart!” A gentle hand squeeze under the table from my nervous dark elf told me that was the right answer.
Renalla continued, “And somehow you found out that you were adopted?” Her hand shot to her mouth. “Unless you haven’t! By the gods, I’m so sorry!”
“Don’t worry,” I said, “they told me.”
She nodded, relieved, and continued, “Ok, so you found out you’re adopted. Merilda told me the story about the two strangers who gave you to them, but I just thought it was a very strange thing and haven’t thought of it since. I just knew that you were a blessing to my friend and I was happy for her.” She paused, collecting her thoughts again. “Somehow, you have found your real parents?”
I nodded again. “They actually revealed themselves to me on my twentieth birthday; Maya was there, too.”
“And these parents just so happen to be a King and Queen?” 
“King and Queen of what nation?” asked Faeron, finally breaking out of his astonishment and his practical side showing through.
Nia popped up. “King and Queen of the nebulia, the Nova!”
Renalla’s knees started wobbling and she grasped Faeron’s shoulder for support. “The Nova! But they’re just legends, and according to those legends, their realm is the stars!” Finally, she just gave up and slid onto her husband’s lap for support.
Faeron encircled his wife gently in his arms but looked at all of us sharply. “You two are positive about this? Forgive me, but it all sounds kind of crazy.”
“Crazy talk from your crazy daughter?” Maya said coolly, challenging them with her eyes. “Yes, we’re positive about this; we have all met them. A little odd, but then they aren’t even remotely human. But one thing we do know is that they have good hearts and love Alex deeply, and I think they are starting to feel the same about me. They have been watching over Alex and me our entire lives.”
“You’ve met them, these rulers from the stars?” they both said in surprise.
Maya smiled and I sensed a good deal of evil delight as she pressed her advantage over them. “Why yes, less than a week ago, in fact. They visited us at our fortress.”
“You have a fort…fortress?” Renalla stammered.
“Oh yes! Did I forget to mention that part? I’m sorry. You see Alex and I are already the rulers of Sky Raven Fortress; I’m sure you have heard of it?”
“Sky Raven!” Faeron said hoarsely. “That place has been sealed up tight for over four hundred years. It’s impossible to even get past the walls. There was a time when the dark elf council sought to take it for ourselves, but every attempt failed, even without a defending garrison. Even the vampires can’t get inside without being burned by some sort of holy fire…” his voice trailed off in thought, and I could see him putting the evidence from the events of the day into perspective. Especially the warhorses that burned with a cold blue flame and incinerated the undead that got near them.
I decided now would be a good time to slow things down before Maya gave them heart failure. “I know this is a lot to comprehend in one sitting. Believe me, Maya and I have struggled with it as well, and we’ve been dealing with it for a few months. Sky Raven is real and so is its treasury. It is staffed and being refitted as we speak, but I think it would be best if we kept the rest under wraps for now.”
Both parents sighed. “Thank you, Alex.”
But Maya just sat there and pouted. “Aw, way to ruin my fun, and just when I was getting to the best part, too!”
Renalla had to bite on that one. “The best part? What best part?”
She smiled evilly. “Oh, you know, nothing much, just what Alex gave me as my courting gift. Nothing you would be interested in, Mother, I’m sure.” 
Yeah, that wasn’t going to fly…but Renalla did. She jumped over the table with some kind of acrobatic leap, landing directly in front of Maya and immediately started patting her down in search of whatever the gift was. Maya giggled and squirmed like a little girl. It didn’t take her mother long to find the bracelet.
“Alex, it’s beautiful! See, dear?” she said, holding Maya’s arm across the table so her husband could see the bracelet.
Faeron smiled and nodded at the bracelet. “That is indeed a very nice and suitable gift for my daughter. But to be honest, based on the quality of the armor you both wore, I was expecting you to have gone the traditional route and given her a weapon.”
“Oh, he did,” said Maya, “three, in fact.”
“Three?” said Renalla in amazement. “Truly?”
“Yes, truly. But I will show you them to you another time. We don’t want you to be too jealous of my boyfriend, now do we? Besides Father has yet to answer Alex’s question?”
“His question? Oh, right,” he turned to me. “Alex, I would love for you to marry my daughter.”
That was a major relief to me. “Excellent!” said Maya as she grabbed hold of my arm and stood the two of us up. “Then we will see both of you in the morning.” She tried to lead me down the hall.
“Maya, for shame! Now get back here, both of you!”
Not wanting to be on bad terms with them, I dragged a very disgruntled Maya back to the table. 
“Besides,” said Faeron, “there are conditions to be met; my word is no longer enough.” Renalla put her hand on his shoulder.
“Tell them in a bit, dear. It’s getting late and none of us have eaten.” She turned and called out, “Kalah! Where are you, dear?”
Faeron chuckled, “She’s not here tonight, remember? She has the night off and we were supposed to go to that dinner party that got canceled, so you’re going to have to cook.”
She looked rather disgusted. “I hate cooking! That’s why we hired Kalah!” 
I got up from the table. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll be glad to take care of the food tonight. I haven’t had much time to do that lately,” I said as I walked over to the kitchen stove with Nia on my shoulder. She looked just as happy as I was to be out of the main conversation for a bit.
“Thank you, Alex, you’re a lifesaver! To be honest, we really haven’t had many family meals since Maya left or good food for that matter!” Renalla smiled.
“Why not?”I asked.
“Well for one, Kalah is a dear thing, but she’s a vampire so she can’t actually taste how things are turning out. She was a cook before she was turned, but sadly, I think she’s forgetting which spices go together and which ones don’t. That, combined with our hectic social obligations, mean we really don’t have all that much time at home either.”
I listened as I  set pans out on the side counter and Nia started getting out the food.
“But on to more important matters,” said Faeron. “Alex, if you want to marry my daughter, there are a few things that need to be taken care of. The first one being you will have to duel me!” I nodded with the appropriate amount of dread and concern, but Maya just burst into wicked laughter.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please continue,” she said between giggles.
Faeron scowled but did his best to brush off her comment. “The second will be the trial of manhood. You were made a dark elf by rights long ago, but you left before your sixteenth birthday and never did the trial. But the hardest task will be to fight off any challengers.”
“What challengers?” I asked.
“I must announce your intentions to court my daughter to the clan leaders. They then have the right to challenge you to one-on-one combat. If you win, you go on to the next challenger and if you lose, they get to replace you. This goes on until no other challenger steps up.” He growled slightly, as if considering something distasteful. “One thing I haven’t told you is that the decision to break free from the yoke of the Lifebane was not an unanimous one by our people. There are three clans that still openly claim allegiance to the Duke. It is not inconceivable that they will use this event to disrupt the balance of power. If they could somehow win…” He held up a hand to placate a very angry-looking Maya. “Even if the marriage never took place, the more conservative loyal clans might have difficulty supporting my reforms because the ancient conventions of our people were not honored.”
Maya growled, but Nia spoke up brightly. “No problem! Alex is the champion of a tournament with over two hundred people in it!”
“He was? But the only one that big is the Wizards’ Tournament?” Maya’s parents looked at me with wide eyes. “Alex, are you a wizard, too?”
I smiled and tried to change the subject but ended up just proving that I was. “By-the-Gods!” Renalla shouted incredulously. “He’s a prince and a wizard, too?” She grabbed Maya by the shoulders. “What else aren’t you telling us?”
Maya rolled her eyes. “You couldn’t take it,” she challenged with a smile.
“Try us, take your best shot!” Oh, I wasn’t going to like where this was going!
Maya smiled impishly and took a big dramatic breath. “Alright, but don’t say I didn’t warn you! Alex is an enchanter, one of only two in the world. He is also a master smith and a very skilled fighter. Because he is a Nova, he also has the power to shape metal with his mind into anything he wants.
“He shapes metal with his thoughts?” Faeron whispered.
Maya ignored him and continued, “Alex is the one who crafted the armor we wear as well as our weapons. This bracelet I am wearing is named Winya. She is a living weapon, capable of changing into three different battle forms. She is also my best friend and the very soul of the Captain of the Iron Maidens who defended Sky Raven Fortress to the end four hundred years ago.”
“You have a talking ghost in your bracelet?” Renalla echoed softly.
“Alex and I are also the Child of Light and the Child of Darkness as foretold in the ancient prophecy; we are destined to destroy the evil lich Lifebane once and for all. As we told you earlier, Sky Raven Fortress is our home, where we have relocated the survivors from Xarparion. Rosa, the other enchanter in this world is Alex’s master, my friend, and a surrogate mom to both of us. Nia, here, will be our adopted daughter when we get married. Lin and Julia are our sisters, and I have two young silver dragons that serve as my ladies-in-waiting. 
“Dragons for servants?” they both murmured.
“Oh, and one last thing, I’m not crazy! I’ve just had a dream weaver creature from another planet messing with my mind for the past twenty-five years. I feel like I’m missing something…oh, yes, we’re on a mission to restore the flow of magic to this world and save the lives of every magical creature on it. That’s it…well, I might have left out some of the smaller details.” 
Then both parents grew very quiet and dropped their heads on the table. “What? Was it something I said?”
…………………………………………
The Lifebane’s dark tower rocked with uncontained fury as more stone crumbled and the sickly fire of the wall scones in the great hall roared up into a fierce conflagration that threatened to consume the stone walls themselves.
Three shambling rag-attired advisors faced the dreaded lich on their knees, their foreheads pressed resignedly to the squalid stone floor. One of them held a circular clutch of ragged vellum notes and a quill pen.
The dark figure sitting in slouched repose on the massive chair remained shrouded in near total blackness despite the enhanced light from the sconces just feet away. It was as if light itself feared to get too close. Even so, every time the creature pounded its fists on the stonework of the throne, red streaks of electricity flowed from the impact site down to the ground and ran randomly over the cobblestones.
“You bring me only words of failure!” the monster thundered. “My assassins defeated! My trap at Xarparion sprung unsatisfactorily! The dream weaver dead! Sky Raven reopened! The Child of Light defeated my most powerful enslaved demon and escaped! The siege of the dark elf capital lifted! And now, I have lost contact with two other Amulets of Tepestra!
“My Lord,” the advisor clutching the writing utensils began.
“Enough excuses!” he screamed as two pillars of fire immolated the other two kneeling beings. They didn’t utter a sound as their bodies turned to ash.
“Bring me the stones!” 
……………………………………………………



Chapter 12
Maya’s parents both recovered fairly quickly; the King sighed and held his head in his hands. Both of them looked pretty bewildered yet. Coming in from the kitchen, I had everyone sit back and get comfortable as I set huge mugs of hot tea in front of everyone. With a stern warning look at Maya, I started to explain.
“Faeron, Renalla, I really apologize for the awkward way we have sprung all this on you. A certain young lady is having way too much fun with all this. So I propose that Maya and I start at the beginning and tell you our story. This could take a while, so get comfortable.”
We talked until well after the midnight watch had changed in the city outside. While Maya was completing her parts of the tale, I slid into the across the room into the kitchen and finished making the dinner that I had started earlier. To be honest, I don’t think either parent could tell you to this day what they were eating; it really didn’t matter as engrossed in listening as they were. 
After the food was cleared away, we moved to bigger chairs in the great room, where the fireplace crackled warmly. Riveted by the story as they were, it just seemed natural that Renalla slid onto Faeron’s lap and curled up with her head on his shoulder, listening intently. My heart stirred as I recognized that as a classic Maya trait, and a few seconds later my own, almost purring dark elf, copied her mother. There were, of course, a lot of questions; Renalla was most curious about our relationship. When I confessed that I had fallen in love with Maya before I had ever seen her face or knew she was a dark elf, I saw her eyes get shiny with the beginning of a tear, and she nodded happily. I also had to describe, in detail, the First Day dance and how beautiful Maya looked in Rosa’s dress creations. When I retold the vampire assassination story and how Winya and I had nursed Maya back to health, Renalla squeezed her eyes shut tightly and shook wordlessly in her husband’s arms. I could plainly see her mother’s pain at how close she had come to losing her child.
Both parents were visibly angry when the dream weaver episode was explained. I suppose it was a combination of feeling like they had failed to protect their daughter and self-reproach for the widely held perception that Maya had been insane all those years. I understood how they could feel that way, but it’s hard to fight something you can’t remotely understand.
Faeron, being both a warrior and a leader, wanted to know more about my real parents, the Nova, the fall of the academy, Sky Raven Fortress and everything we knew about the prophecy and the Duke. His eyes widened in dismay when we described what had happened in the vampire cave. I took over most of the conversation when it came to the demon, Hell and my return to this world. I also glossed over quite a bit of Maya’s part of that story as I sensed she really didn’t want to talk about it.
Finally, when the yawning was taking up more time than the speaking, we surrendered and all headed to bed. Renalla clucked over Maya like a mother hen, but I think my girl secretly enjoyed it all. Except when it got to the part of her mother insisting on separate rooms. 
The women headed off, and just as Faeron and I were about to say goodnight and follow, the door opened and Lin, Julia, and Ryllis stumbled in. I vaguely remembered Ryllis from my time at our old village as she was Ollis’s only child. She always had big eyes, and her face in a book from what I could recall. The girl before me now was more willowy and less muscular than Maya, but still strong. Unlike my dark elf’s curls, Ryliss’s hair was straight, silver-colored with streaks of white, and gathered into a modest ponytail. She had turned into a very beautiful young woman, but then again, I am very partial to dark elf girls. Ryliss was wearing a blue and gray patterned robe that I thought meant she was some sort of teacher or scholar. 
Bleary eyed, the three of them failed to even see Faeron and me standing there and instead just grabbed some decorative pillows from the overstuffed chairs and flopped on the floor in front of the fireplace. I think all three were asleep before their heads hit the pillows. But they all had smiles on their faces, at least. Faeron and I snickered, and he walked over to a large chest in the room, retrieved some blankets, and covered them up gently before we headed off to our rooms. 
I tossed and turned for a while, but I just couldn’t find the right frame of mind to fall asleep, and my mind was racing. Blaming it on Maya not being by my side or on all the sleep I got when I was in Hell really didn’t seem right, either. Eventually I gave up, dressed and found myself sitting on the steps outside staring up into the vast panorama of space. The fires outside the city walls were still burning and the extra light and smoke obscured some parts of the sky, but what was visible was breathtaking.
Suddenly, I felt a cool hand on my shoulder. “You couldn’t sleep either, huh?” Maya said quietly, taking in the view of the night sky as well. 
“Nope, I tried but I just couldn’t.” She sat down behind me and pressed herself up against my back, wrapping her arms and legs around me, hugging me as she rested her chin on my shoulder.
“Neither could I. I guess I miss my big, handsome foot warmer and best-est pillow too much. Alex, I’m so happy to be home and I can’t believe how much I’ve missed my parents, their laughter, and our talks. My mom is so much funnier than I remember and my father is just…well, my dad, even if he is a King.” 
I sighed, and she got up and slid around so she was sitting on my lap staring into my eyes with those fascinating green orbs of hers, her hands locked in my hair. 
“Alex, it makes me sad to see you like this. All night with my parents, I noticed you looked uneasy or even guilty, what’s the matter?”
“It’s just that, seeing you so happy here, it reminds me that if it weren’t for me, you could have stayed with your parents and had a normal life. I’m the reason you’ve felt all this pain over the years.” 
She silenced me with a slow sensual kiss, her eyes opening finally as the moonlight caught them and displayed them in their emerald glory. 
“Promise me that we will do this every morning for the rest of our lives,” she whispered huskily, melting into my shoulder. After a few moments’ thought, she straightened up and brought my face back into alignment with hers. Her strong hands still ensnared in my hair, she searched my face. “I love you, Alex Martin, master smith, enchanter, passable cook, and heir to the Nova. In case you weren’t paying attention to the storytelling earlier, my place by your side was written in the stars long before you were born. So stop feeling sorry for me; I wouldn’t change a thing.” She tucked her head under my chin, and we were both quiet for a few minutes, lost in thought and taking in the view of the night sky. Finally, she snickered, “Besides, once we’re married, it will be yourself that you feel sorry for!”
“How so?” I grinned.
She smiled and breathed into my ear, “Let’s just say I plan on making it a personal mission that you don’t get much sleep, so I hope you’re up to it.” And with that, she nipped me on the ear, pushed back and stood up, grinning evilly. “There now, feeling better?”
“Well, parts of me, anyway,” I groaned. 
Maya laughed wickedly, “Great, now come on!” She pulled me to my feet, giving me an appraising once over. “Whoa, we might have to give you a few minutes before we can take you out in public. I’ll go get dressed and grab your hammer; then we can take off.”
She came back carrying the weapon and sheath and tossed it to me, her eyes still sparking with mischief.
“Where are we going?” I asked, slinging it over my shoulder.
“You will need to get a gift for my father and I passed just the place on the way in,” she said happily. She wrapped her arm around my elbow, and together we walked out onto the road. Maya waved casually to the guards as we headed toward the merchant district.
The first rays of the sun were just starting to make it over the surrounding hills, but the part of the Capital we were entering was already bustling with activity. Shops were opening, fishermen were bringing their catch to market, and produce carts were moving up and down the streets jockeying for the prime places to set up to greet early morning patrons. I guess a couple days of siege made everyone behind in their work. Another block and I smelled the familiar odor of a forge and saw the heat plume rising above some low stone buildings from a block away.
We were still walking arm-in-arm when I heard a loud, angry whirl sound in my ear. Suddenly, we were buzzed by a pixie in a pink, frilly night gown who didn’t look happy.
“Mister Alex, how am I supposed to bodyguard your body if you don’t wake me up when you go out? Mom, you know better, too!”
“We’re sorry, Nia, we didn’t think. How can we possibly make it up to you?”
“Hummpff,” she groused, plopping herself on my robed shoulder. 
I smiled at Maya and pointed to a vendor cart coming down the street, and my dark elf winked and excused herself for a minute. Coming back, she carried a small, multi-colored sweetbun on a large leaf and held it in front of the pixie’s eyes. The treat was liberally coated in cinnamon and honey which was threatening to drip down the sides and make a mess.
Nia’s eyes got bigger than normal and she reached out and snatched the bun, taking a huge bite. “Well, I guess I could forgive you this one time.” She smacked her lips, her face already sticky. I chuckled, seeing another bath in her future. “So, where are we going, anyway?” 
“I need Alex to make my father a new sword.” Maya said, licking a couple of her fingers which had honey on them.
“Why,” asked Nia, “what’s wrong with the old one?”
“Because after today, it’s probably going to be broken.” 
“Oh, now I’m following.” 
“Now, come on!” She led us the last few hundred feet and through the door of the smithy - at least that’s what it looked and smelled like. Inside, an old dwarf was sorting through some flats of wrought iron and barking out orders to a young dark elf who was making a list of some type. People say you can tell the age of a dwarf by how deep the crags in his face are and, if that’s true, this character was a lot older than even Darroth. Still, he had the typical dwarven smith solid build and the arms like tree trunks that testified to years at the forge. I instantly felt at home among the tools of my trade and looked around with a big smile on my face, inspecting the forge, anvils and tools.
Maya, on the other hand, walked right up and engaged the proprietor with one of her winning smiles. He eyed her warily, looking her up and down, and then he scowled at me seeing that I was investigating his shop. The sticky-looking, overly-full pixie on my shoulder probably didn’t reassure him much, either.
“Good morning, my Lady, and what can I do for you today?”
“Hello, my good dwarf! We need a few blocks of your best metals, the ones you keep in the back, a few strips of fine leather, and two of the largest mugs of dwarven ale you can find!”
He stood there speechless, jaw moving but nothing coming out, for a few seconds, at least. “What? Who the hell do you think you are?”
“Oh, you know, just the daughter of Faeron, nobody special.”
His eyes grew wide and his face split into a huge gap-toothed grin. “Maya? Is that really you?”
“Good to see you, Tavey; it’s been a long time. I thought you went back to Bellrock to retire,” Maya said, taking his proffered hand and shaking it heartily. 
“Ha, the food’s terrible and that place is nuttier than around here; and coming from a dwarf, that says a lot! Say, look at you, you are the spitting image of your beautiful mother; the men must be falling all over you!
She smiled again and took my arm as I rejoined her. “Got my man right here.”
He eyed me. “A human?”
She chuckled, “Oh, much more than that.”
The old dwarf shrugged noncommittally and fixed me with a stare. “You got yourself a good girl there, young man, so watch yourself or you’ll have me and her father to deal with.”
Maya reached her arms around him and gave him a big hug. “Ha, good one! I bet you can’t say that when we leave! Tavey, I’d like you to meet Alex Martin; Alex, this is Tavey Slatepilot. He is the one who made my mother’s spear.”I nodded and shook his hand. 
“Well, he’s got a firm grip, I’ll grant you that. Feels like he at least knows which end of a hammer to use, but you don’t look like a smith. Enough of that; you had an order to place. What were you thinking of making?”
“We will be needing a new sword for my father. See, his old one is going to break this afternoon. I would suggest you just leave it at that.”
He was confused, “This afternoon, but why…” She stared at him. “Oh, right, don’t ask, got it. I’ll be back in a second.”
He came back a few minutes later with a bag in one hand and two very large mugs of ale in the other. “Here you go.” Handing the bag to Maya, he then presented each of us with the ale. “And here you both go.” Maya waved it off.
“The ale isn’t for us, it’s for you.”
“Huh?”
She tossed me the bag of metals and leathers. “Get to work, Magic Boy. I want a side sword-styled weapon with a cross-guard with quillions, a knuckle-bow, two arms, and don’t forget an inner guard with some nice looking rings and loops. Make it look impressive, but not foppish. And make sure you add some enchantments to help him win duels without anything being noticed. You’ve got an hour!”
An hour, ok, I’m fine with that. And if I used a similar enchantment to what I used on my boots, it should work to make him a bit lighter on his feet. Add in the usual upgrades for lightness, sharpness and unparalleled durability, it should be a really nice sword. 
The dwarf, on the other hand, seemed to be having trouble with that. “Maya, if it was anyone else but you, I would call you daft! No one can forge a sword like that in an hour. Hell, it would probably take me a couple weeks if I started right now and that’s without any mumbo-jumbo add-ons!”
Maya dragged him off and made him start drinking as Nia and I set to work. Believe me, you have no idea how good it felt to be at work again. To work raw metal with a hammer in my hand…ok, a blacksmith’s hammer.
A side sword is a long, straight blade, similar to a heavier-duty version of a rapier. Like a rapier, it usually has a ornate guard. They are designed more for thrusts and light slashing cuts than the heavy long swords I was used to seeing, but I could make this work just fine. All I needed was a good mental picture of what I wanted to accomplish. With Nia’s help, I started to make the metal flow and shape itself into the desired pattern. I really didn’t need the hammer and forge any more, but it served as a good mnemonic device to keep me focused. I quickly dropped into the mental state where I ignored most of my surroundings and just created.
Ignoring my surroundings was probably a good thing because, when I broke out of my trance, there were not two, but five empty tankards of dwarven ale scattered across the table. A supremely satisfied dark elf beauty was smirking on one chair and a frazzled-looking dwarf was asleep in an alcohol-induced stupor on another, his grey beard hairs blowing in and out with each ragged breath.
It didn’t take near an hour to make the blade so I was able to spend a bit more time on the enchantments and making a sheath. With everything wrapped up, I turned to Maya who was now just sitting on the table watching me work, her legs swinging back and forth like a happy child. 
“Do you know how motivating it is to see your muscles work like that?” I had no idea, but I’ll take it as a complement. She hopped off the table and came over to take a look at our work. She whistled as she ran her hand across the long blade. “Very nice, Magic Boy, that will work wonderfully.” She kissed me on the cheek. “But it’s nowhere near my Winya, is it?”
I smiled. “No, it is not; and don’t worry, Winya, I won’t ever create anything to rival you. You are, and will always be, my finest work. 
“Thank you, Alex, I love you, too!” Winya giggled.
“Now, what do you say we get back and make some food?”
After tucking a warm blanket around the sleeping dwarf and squeezing a pouch of gold coins in his hand, we left the smithy. Maya assured me he would be awake and wondering what had happened before we got back to her parents’ house. Apparently, dwarves have amazing constitutions. The trip back didn’t take very long and none of the guards even bothered to stop us.
“Who’s hungry?” I asked as we walked up to the house.
“Sweet cakes!” Nia demanded, and Maya nodded happily. “And eggs, and some fruit if they have any!”
“Well, I think I saw everything we might need in the pantry last night,” I said, leading them into the kitchen, motioning for them to have seats. Maya sprawled blissfully across a chair and propped up her chin, watching me carefully as Nia started to find and set out some of the food items. The kitchen and the adjourning dining room had no windows but were lit adequately by glow orbs.
I added wood to the stove coals, stirring them into life and started hot water for tea. I was just beginning to set out the pans I would need when I felt a presence standing next to me. I turned to see a young woman in a saffron linen dress standing there watching my preparations. She wasn’t a dark elf, her skin was far too pale for that, and she had wheat colored hair rather than the spun silver that Maya had. She was watching me with a bemused expression, but when she noticed me watching her back, she quickly lowered her eyes and bowed, holding herself rigidly in that position.
“Pardon me, Sir Alex , I was just wondering who was making noise in my kitchen. I apologize if I have disturbed you in any way; I will leave you to your work now.” She looked like she was about to flee the room but I held up my hand and stopped her.
“You must be Kalah. This is Maya and Nia. How did you know my name?” She smiled and I could see a dainty set of fangs peek over her lower lip.“Oh, word travels very fast here, especially when there is a very handsome knight and a King’s daughter involved.”
“Please join us,” I said, trying to keep my voice level so I didn’t spook her any more than I already had.
“You want me to join you, sir?” Then she looked over at Maya and curtsied. “My Lady, I beg your forgiveness for intruding on your time with your fine gentleman and his…” Her eyes tracked the pixie flitting about the windowless kitchen. “…able assistant.”
She was speaking to us in common rather than elfish, but with a peculiar accent that I found interesting; it had an almost musical charm to it. Waving her into one of the chairs, I asked. “Where are you originally from, Kalah?”
“I was born in a small village in the Rindeaux region of Elcance, my Lord. I was the fourth of six girl children in our family. When I was fourteen, I was apprenticed to a trading vessel that plied the coastal islands between Rindeaux and what was formerly Ressi in the kingdom of Normount. “
“That’s two weeks’ ride away on a good horse,” Maya interjected. “How did you ever end up here?”
“One night when we were docked at a city pier, our boat was attacked by a group of vampires, and those of us who weren’t killed outright were captured. When they found out I was a cook, I was forced to make food for their blood slaves so that they could be kept healthier longer. But eventually, they all died and the vampires had to find more victims, moving us from town to town. At one point, I became sick from the poor conditions and the sorrow, and rather than let me die mercifully, they forced the change upon me.”
Maya hissed under her breath but nodded for Kalah to continue.
“There is not much more to tell. Some years passed and I was still a cook, still enslaved. One night at an abandoned farmhouse a few days walk from here, the vampire clan left to capture more blood slaves and never returned. I waited a day and then released the blood slaves and wandered around the countryside for several weeks hoping to find release. Instead, I happened upon the villages under the protection of the Honalde family. Lady Honalde spoke kindly to me, said she knew of a place where I could find purpose and people who would not hate me for my plight. I promised her I would try, and I have been with the family for five years now.”
I thought about her story as I prepared the food. “If you don’t mind me asking, do you have to travel all the way back to the Honalde lands to, um…feed?”
She laughed for the first time, and it was an infectious happy sound like crystal chiming. “Oh no, I have my boyfriend, Bertrand. He is a town’s guardsman and he eats like a horse!” she said. “So he doesn’t mind eating for two, so to speak.”
“A dark elf?” I asked, somewhat amazed and she nodded happily. “Forgive me, Kalah, but I was told by another vampire once that dark elf blood was…a sour vintage.”
Kalah smiled demurely. “It is an acquired taste, to be sure, but when it is freely given and with love, it becomes more than palatable, even sweet. My Bertrand quite enjoys the giving as well.”
“Yes, Belrothe said the same for her people’s arrangement with the farm community. I think you and she may be on to something. A model that might provide a way for good people who are vampires to stay sane and even prosper. 
Kalah jumped to her feet excitedly. “Oh, speaking of Madame Belrothe, you just missed her!”
“Belrothe was here?” I asked.
“Yes, she often visits Lady Talmin; they are great friends. I, of course, would never listen in on their conversation, but when you can hear as well as a bat, it is difficult not to. They spoke at length about you two and about how happy my Lady is that her daughter has returned to them.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially and her eyes twinkled. “The Lord and Lady have been so sad and lonely these past years, but now to see how well their only child has turned out, perhaps it will be the push they need to have more children. It would be so exciting to have little ones around the house!”
“Speaking of little ones, I’m about done here, so I think it would be best if we woke everyone up. Maya, if you would like to wake your parents, I’ll wake the girls.”
“I am sorry to say that only Queen Talmin is here this morning. King Talmin was called away on something but promised to be back in time for breakfast.”
Maya smiled, “It’s no matter, he did that a lot when I was growing up, but he always made it in time for food. But for now, I’ll just wake Mother,” she said as she padded down the hall to her mother’s room.
I walked into the still dark living room and checked on the three on the floor as Kalah followed and watched with surprising interest. “My lord, how do you intend to wake them?”
“What do you mean? You just wake them up.”
She looked confused for a second, trying to find the right words. “Forgive me, but I have never had much luck wakening anyone.”
I smiled. I think I know why that was - she was way too nice about it. “Well, I find that food works wonderfully.” She was even more puzzled. “Go ahead, just say that the food is ready into her ear, she’ll wake up.”
Shyly, she did as instructed and whispered into Lin’s ear. As always, her eyes popped open instantly. “Food? Where? Who are you? ”she said to Kalah who still had her head about six inches from Lin’s face. Kalah pulled her head back and bowed.
“I am sorry; please forgive me for my misconduct.”
Lin smiled, “It’s perfectly fine, it’s not every day you wake up to a pretty face hovering over you.” Kalah smiled, showing a little fang, blushed, and turned away.
“Sorry, Lin, she has a boyfriend already.”
“Drat!...wait, what? That’s not what I meant at all!”
I laughed and nudged Julia awake. She got up and sleepily rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Is it morning already?” She quietly stretched as I moved on to the dark elf girl, Ryllis.
“Ryllis, it’s time to wake up, the food is ready.” Her eyes opened and she yawned, looking around a little bleary-eyed and dazed before realizing I was there, then instantly freezing petrified in place. 
“Um, who are you?”
Instantly, Kalah was right next to me explaining, “This is Lord Alex of Sky Raven Fortress.” 
Realizing what she said, Ryllis quickly got to her feet and tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her clothes. “Please forgive my interruption; I will be leaving right away.”
“Oh, no, you don’t, Ryllis. You are staying right here with us,” said Renalla, as she and Maya breezed down the hall.
“But, my Lady!”
“Un uh! We have already talked with your father; you are ours until said otherwise.” Her head lowered to the floor, but Renalla just smiled. “Are you thinking you are in trouble?” The girl nodded. “Well, you aren’t. In fact, I would say it’s just the opposite. You had fun with the druids girls last night, did you not?”
“Yes, very much so!”
“Great, you will now go everywhere with them as their guide and caretaker. You have also been given permission to take them anywhere you wish that is not military-related, the grove included.”
Her eyes widened happily. “I…I don’t know what to say!”
Maya smiled, “Well, I do, let’s eat!”
Nia and I got everyone seated, well almost everyone. Kalah insisted on serving the food so we settled on just she and I doing it. Ryliss was vaguely appalled to be served by someone with the title of Lord, and she was watching me carefully. Finally, she stopped eating and looked at me strangely. “Lord Alex, there used to be a human boy in our village named Alex. He was very nice and I remember his mother made the best oatmeal rounds…”
Julia perked up. “They were awesome! Mrs. Martin is the best cook I know!”
Ryllis really looked confused now. “Yes, the Martins, but how do you…?” 
Renalla reached over and patted Ryllis on the hand. “I will explain it all to you some rainy afternoon when we have lots of time, dear.”
Faeron came bustling through the door, whistling. “Sorry I’m late, but there was a very odd emergency that came up. Apparently, all the topiary animals from the town square uprooted themselves and started wandering around town getting into trouble. 
“What’s a topiary animal?” Nia asked between bites of sweet cherries.
Renalla chuckled and answered, “They’re shrubs, usually boxwood or yews, that the gardeners shape into animal forms in our gardens. They’re good conversation pieces and they show off the skill of the botanists and gardeners who create them. They are works of art really, but I’ve never heard of any uprooting and wandering off…how strange.”
“Not only strange, but creepy,” Faeron ventured between bites. “It also seems that the shrubs took on the characteristics of the creatures they represented. The one that was shaped like a bull started knocking over carts of produce in the market and then found his way into a store that sold ceramic dishes. Wow, what a mess! The one that looked like a satyr got loose, and let’s just say that the widow Harcourt will have some interesting stories to tell at her next knitting circle. Thank the gods we didn’t have one shaped like a damn dragon!”
By this time, all the eyes at the table were squarely fixed on the two druids who were trying to sink as low as possible in their chairs. Lin hissed at Jules under her breath, “I thought you said it was temporary!”
“Well, you were the one reading the spell,” Julia whispered back.
I cleared my throat, looking at Julia. “Is there anything you would like to share with everyone at the table, young ladies?” 
With a big sigh, and tears in her big blue eyes, Jules stood up and walked over to Faeron. “It was my fault, sir. I tried an animate plant spell that we found in one of the old journals that was very different than what we had been taught, and I guess I put too much power into it. I am very sorry, and I will go back to the park today and ask the plants to grow back the way they were so that the gardeners are not out of their jobs.”
Maya’s father enveloped Julia in a hug and patted her on the back. “Thank you for telling me, Julia. I will let the gardeners know that you will be by later. I’m pretty sure they will be willing to forgive you if you work with them for a little while, answer some of their questions, and maybe talk some sense into the big apple tree in the center courtyard that is so stingy with the good apples.”
She nodded happily and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek before she dashed back to her plate. Faeron brushed his cheek and beaming, looking over at his wife. “Who knew it would be so exciting to have young visitors in the Capital?”
The food went over wonderfully. Renalla even made a joke about Kalah getting this recipe from me. Of course, I spent the rest of the meal with a vampire holding a notebook over my shoulder. After the meal was done, Kalah insisted that she be the only one to clean up and that we go on with the rest of our day.
“Alex, it looks like you have another female admirer to add to your vast list,” Winya teased. 
“Aw, Winya, it isn’t like that. She’s a good person and she’s trying really hard to fit in; I can admire that. 
Suddenly, Faeron clapped a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “You ready, son?”
It took a second to remember, but yeah, I was ready. “Ready when you are.”
He smiled. “Alright, go get your armor on and I’ll meet you out back in my private training circle. We will have our duel there.” I think he would have said something else but Maya’s laughter was too loud. “Oh, is there something funny about this?” he asked playfully.
She was still laughing as she tried to talk. “You want to fight Alex when he is in his armor? Ha! You have no idea how funny that is! You do realize that I have a hard time beating him, right? And now you want him in his armor as well? You see how crazy this is, right?”
He eyed me a bit. “He is stronger than I am; ok, a lot stronger. But I have fought his type before and I know I’m faster than he is.”
Maya and Nia both snorted and tried their best to keep from rolling around on the ground. “I get the feeling that either they have great confidence in you or simply none in me.”
I smiled. “Let’s just say they’re a bit overconfident in my abilities.”
He smiled and nodded. “I’ll see you in a bit, I’ll be waiting.”
It took no time at all to get the armor back on; the more times I do it, the faster I am getting. I grabbed my hammer and shield and went out the back door of the weapons room into the training yard.
Once outside, I was greeted with a training circle of the same kind that Maya and I duel in, except here was a nice sitting area as well. All the girls were in attendance; except Kalah obviously. But Maya and Renalla were also in their own armor.
Faeron stood already in the circle in the same light chain armor I saw him in the previous day. I entered the ring as he unsheathed his long rapier and I, my hammer.
He smiled and leaned in close. “Alex, the whole purpose of this exercise is just to prove to me, the father, that you are capable of defending my daughter against those who would offer her harm. It’s not a death match, and over the past couple of days the stories I’ve heard convince me of your fighting prowess. So I propose I give you one symbolic hit on your shield to prove we fought and then we just spar for a short while so I can evaluate your technique. Sound good?”
“That is very acceptable to me, sir.”
“Alex,” Maya called from the sitting area, “let him have it!”
Renalla had her own comment, “Just because he’s Alex doesn’t mean you should go soft on him, dear! “
“Well, the ladies want a show, I guess,” I chuckled.
“Then we might as well give them one.”
I raised my shield, and with my mage sight, it was easy to see that he was aiming at its very center with a wicked slash. His blade impacted on the white metal, but his weapon lacked the mass to make the heavy tower shield ring like a bell. Instead, his sword made a tinny noise, fractured and the blade snapped in half, leaving Faeron standing there with a broken weapon in his hand, staring at it without comprehending what just happened. 
Oops. Maya and I had thought perhaps his sword wasn’t heavy enough to go up against my armor, but this was embarrassing. I heard a gasp from the girls and a giggle from Maya as she rummaged around under her seat and came running up to us carrying something wrapped in leather.
“Father, I do believe that was your best sword, is that correct?” Maya beamed.
He frowned down at the jagged hilt. “Yes, it was my favorite one, too.”
Maya, still smiling, started to unwrap the package. “Now father, there are a few things in this world that I will not accept; dream reading, being pulled underwater, black ginger, and my father not having a weapon worthy of him. Especially when I am to marry an enchanter like Alex.” With a flourish, she displayed the sword and let him take a good look at it. Dazed, he reached for it and brought it out carefully, admiring the appearance of the blade and the weight and balance.
“I don’t know what to say,” he murmured, as Renalla rushed up to take a look as well. Soon all the girls were huddled around us, admiring the mirror-like shine of the metal and the intricate wire windings in the handle. 
“It’s gorgeous. But how did you…?” 
“Alex and Nia made it for you this morning,” Maya smiled lovingly, placing her hand on his arm. “It will never break, discolor, or lose its edge, and you may find it has a few other features that will only reveal themselves with use.
……………………………………………………….
Maya
It’s hard to describe my feelings standing there watching the two men I love most in life. My father was speechless holding his beautiful new sword, my mother and the other girls admiring it and cooing over it. And then there’s Alex, hanging back, watching it all with that self-depreciating, half-embarrassed smile.
Ever since we arrived here, it’s been like a dream. I mean, how strange it is to be nervous about introducing your parents to the love of your life, only to find out they already know and love him.
Part of me kicks myself for not listening to my father when he wanted to introduce me to that nice boy from the next village. I could have known Alex for years already. I was surprised when Alex set his hammer and shield aside and retrieved a practice buckler and sword from the training room racks. My father and Alex exchanged a few low words and grins. Faeron asked if it was alright to use the new blade and Alex confirmed that it would be fine. Then they backed up and began to spar. 
I really wasn’t worried as Alex was still wearing his main armor, although without the helm. But the use of a sword instead of a hammer would definitely level the playing field. Leave it to Alex to worry about other people’s feelings more than his own. I allowed myself a smile, remembering our conversation on the steps that morning, and how easy it was to kindle his interest. The wild essence of my dark elf personality, the part we keep hidden away and only release in battle or in the throes of passion, growled like a jungle cat in deep approval of my choice of a mate.
The two of them circled, beaming at each other like happy fools. They were doing a modified version of the light sparring that Alex and I often do when we are just enjoying each other’s company. No real hard strikes, no going for the throat, just a forum for showing the moves you enjoy.
I watched happily as Alex sidestepped every one of my father’s thrusts, none of which even touched the armor. It was interesting to see the expression on my father’s face as it changed from surprised, to frustrated, and finally, real happiness.
“How does he pull off those moves in that much armor?” Renalla questioned with Ryliss simply nodding next to her. The scholar might be a bookworm, but she was also a dark elf and trained with the warriors. 
I knew I was smiling from ear to ear but didn’t care. “As you know he is an enchanter. But what you might not know is that he can’t cast spells like Nia or the girls can. The only thing he can do is shape the magic that is already in something to make it better. That’s what he does, he makes magic items.”
She looked at me in wonderment. “That armor is enchanted?”
I nodded. “Very much so. Mind you, not as much as mine but, yes, there is a lot of magic in his armor and the hammer. Especially the hammer; but I don’t really know if the shield does anything except block. 
“Oh, believe me, it does!” said Nia. “He just hasn’t had a need for it yet.”
“Great! I bet it’s another cool thing like the ice wave that he didn’t give me,” Winya pouted.
“Wait, what does the shield do? And how do you know what it does?” I questioned.
Nia smiled, showing her pointed teeth. “It’s a secret. And I’m the one who helped him make it, remember? I even know that you and Winya have only found about half of the enchantments in your armor.”
“Half! What do you mean, half? This thing can do more? So where the hell did you hide those enchantments? Ugh! I need written instructions on myself!”
Mother wasn’t so patient. “But that doesn’t explain why he is doing so well.”
I shrugged. “I still don’t understand it completely, either. But the way it sounds is that enchanters also have the ability to see magic; in the earth, plants and even people. They are then able to see where the magic is flowing and, therefore, where your body will soon be. In short, he knows every move that Father is going to make before he does it. Believe me, it’s hard to fight him like this; but I’ve learned some work-a-rounds, sort of, anyway.”
She was staring at him, wide-eyed. “That’s incredible!”
I smiled and removed a gauntlet. “Want to see something even more impressive? Here, hold this.” As I was about to hand her the gauntlet, she reached for it with only one hand. “Both hands, please.” She looked confused, but did as I asked. I carefully dropped the gauntlet in her hands and chuckled as she was still caught off guard and nearly toppled over in the dirt.
“By the gods! What is this stuff?”
I snickered, as Ryliss reached over and cautiously touched it as well. “That gauntlet weighs about eighty pounds by itself and our armor is made almost completely out of the stuff. In his armor, Alex is about 5600 pounds of handsome armored power, with the strength to match! If Alex was using his hammer, one small tap could kill Father if he wasn’t careful. I’ve seen him blow five foot holes through stone perimeter walls with one blow.”
Renalla was shocked again. “But how can he move in that? How can you move in it?”
“The armor increases our strength to where it really feels like nothing to me and Alex. If anyone else put our armor on, it would crush them. 
“But how can you ride a horse? Or even walk down the street without sinking to your knees into the dirt?” Ryliss protested. She actually seemed kind of offended that our gear went against common sense, as she knew it; but her inquisitive mind was begging for answers.
“Special horses and enchantments that offset the weight.”
Looking back at the boys, I decided they had been fooling around long enough. Alex’s skill with a sword wasn’t really good enough to score points on my father. By the same token, my father couldn’t get past Alex’s defenses, even with the new sword. So it was pretty much a tie.
“Alex, end this if you please!”
Father made a heavy thrust, seemingly not caring about only hitting him lightly at this point. But this time, Alex didn’t dodge; instead the blade impacted right above his heart and the point skittered off without leaving a scratch.
“I stabbed you! Alex, are you ok?”
Alex laughed and tossed away his training shield and sword. “I’m fine! We didn’t want to say it, but even that sword will never penetrate this armor; hell, even a demon couldn’t pierce it!” He walked over and retrieved his tower shield, hammer, and helm. Settling the helmet over his head, he sealed it and dropped the faceplate. 
“My Lady, would you care to demonstrate?” he said, performing a low bow.
“Why thank you, Magic Boy, I thought you’d never ask!”
……………………………………………….
Alex
Maya snapped her headgear in place and started out with dual crossbows, which she whirled around and fired simultaneously into a four-inch post set into the ground about thirty feet outside the sparring arena. The metal bolts sang slightly as they shot out of the barrels; the first five or six striking so close as to make a single hole. The last grouping across the bottom snapped the post off completely.
Faeron, Renalla and Ryliss were mesmerized; but Lin and Jules, who had seen it all before, were clapping their hands and whistling.
Next, Winya dismissed the crossbows and reemerged as the serrated dagger. Maya held it up for everyone to see. A few seconds later all but the faintest outline of the dagger went invisible, immediately followed by Maya’s armor performing the same disappearing act. Renalla gasped and grabbed the King’s arm in amazement. Ryliss just shook her head in disbelief.
Maya finally reappeared, holding the dagger, which then morphed into Winya’s preferred and most impressive incarnation - the white and silver long sword. Sliding it slowly past her helmet, she bent into a spring stance, paused for a second and then launched into the attack.
I heard the breath go out of the spectators as Maya’s sword lashed out and was barely intercepted by the left edge of my tower shield. I flipped a quick snap of my hammer at her head to drive her back to a more respectful distance. Like an enraged panther, she paced around my defenses looking for a hole and selecting her next moment to lunge. Whenever Winya did strike either my shield or armor, sparks would spray out like a fan, much to the delight of the crowd. Maya was getting better at masking her intentions so I couldn’t always rely on my mage sight to provide accurate estimates of her whereabouts anymore. On two occasions, she managed to slip by my shield and get in a blow to my helm that I actually felt. She was putting a lot into this match, probably to show off to her parents a bit. 
Once when I ventured an overhand crushing blow with the hammer and Maya elected to block instead of evade, I was pretty sure I heard a muffled “Ow!” and a curse from Winya. 
“Sorry, girl,” I sent over the conduit.
“Grrr, It’s a good thing you didn’t give that damn hammer a voice, Alex, or he and I would be having words right now,” Winya gritted.
“Yeah, he is a brute, isn’t he?” 
After about twenty minutes of this, I stopped and bowed low to my dark elf maiden and removed my helmet.
“My lady, I surrender to your superior skills.”
Maya ripped off her helmet and sauntered over, catlike, and whispered, “I have skills you haven’t even begun to dream of yet!” Any reply I might have made was drowned out by the applause from our spectators. Even Ryliss suspended her disbelief for a few moments to run over and congratulate us on the show.
Renalla rushed up and wanted to examine Winya more closely. Fortunately, Maya remembered to warn her at the last second not to actually touch her. Examination and questions finally over, Maya looked up into her mother’s shining eyes.
“Well, Mom, what do you think; is this an acceptable courting gift?”
Renalla didn’t answer right away; she just grabbed her daughter, and they shared a tearful hug. Finally, she whispered something in Maya’s ear and the two of them burst into laughter.
Maya’s father walked up slowly and patted Maya on the back. Turning to me, he bowed formally. “Alex, I accept you as my daughter’s courted. You are a fine young man, Alex, and an even better warrior. It comforts me to know that she has you by her side to protect her.”
“Thank you, sir. I will protect her with my life,” I said, meaning every word.
Later, toward sunset, I was told to dress in my robes and leave my armor and weapons behind. I had no idea where they were taking me, but it was starting to get really dark. Our small procession, with a few guards trailing behind, slipped through the now thinly-travelled streets leading to the back of the Capital on the edge of the dark foreboding forest. Traversing through a set of gates and down a cobblestone path, I soon found myself standing in a clearing with a large carved rock in the center with many burning candles on it. At the opposite edge of the small ceremonial area, was an arch made from still living trees.
“This is the trial for manhood and is not something to be taken lightly. For some, this trial takes a day; for others, almost a week,” said Faeron.
“What do I have to do that takes that long?”
He smiled slightly. “The task is very simple really; all you will have to do is find the shack about two miles to the south of here, speak to the shaman who lives there, and return.”
“But be warned,” said Renalla, “the forest does not like unwelcome guests and will test your mind.” Then she smiled, killing the ominous mood they had both created. “Say hello to my father for me, will you?”
“Your father?”
Maya wrapped her arms around me. “Yes, the shaman is my grandfather, so be a good boy and behave; not that I’m worried you won’t, but you get my point.” She kissed me gently, getting a pleasant sigh from Renalla. “And before you ask; yes, we girls undertake a similar trial, so I know what to expect and you will do just fine.”
Nia flew over to us as she cried, “You’re going to be gone for days? Why does this always happen to me?” She franticly flew over to Faeron. “I can go with him, right? Please say I can go with him!” He shook his head no.
“I’ll be fine, Nia, so don’t worry. Remember, even out of my armor, I’m not defenseless. I’ll be back before you know it, so please don’t worry.”
She sniffled and flew over to sit disconsolately on the rock, her arms crossed in a pout. Faeron came over to us. “I hate to have to do this, but there is also another rule.” He held up an actual stone knife and a small bundle of leather. “You can only take these with you…and only these. You can change on the other side of the rock.”
Great, going into a dark forest in a loin cloth; I always wanted to do that - not! I did as I was told and went behind the rock to change. Apparently, they don’t make these things for someone my size. As I walked out from behind the rock, Faeron shook his head but tried to hide his mirth. “I am so sorry, Alex.” I looked around to see Renalla blatantly staring at me and Maya nibbling on her finger.
“Well, daughter,” Renalla smiled, approvingly, “that is one hell of a body!”
“Mother!” Maya ground her teeth. “Stop eyeing my boyfriend! I have enough trouble keeping the twins at bay; I don’t need you trying to get in his pants, too.”
She smiled. “Not that hard, dear; he’s not wearing any pants!”
“Mother!”
“Just to add my comments, mmm-mmm,” said Winya.
I sighed, shook my head and said goodbye to everyone, especially the disgruntled pixie. I smiled as I watched the King and Queen begin walking home arm in arm like a couple of human teenagers, followed by their guards. Maya and Nia plopped down on a blanket and settled in to wait. 
With a resigned breath, I started my trip into the forest. It was dark, and I mean like full-ink-bottle dark, but with my mage sight, it was almost bright as day for me. My pace was pretty good, but I will admit I would have liked some shoes or at least a foot wrap or something. Maya keeps me in shape training, but barefooted combat was something we just don’t do. So I really had to watch my step; but even so, there were a few instances where I was reduced to a simpering idiot hopping around on one foot. I just had to hope there wasn’t anyone following me, evaluating my trip and taking off points for tender-footedness. 
Every so often, I would deliberately turn off my mage sight and pretend I was a normal human. Then the darkness would overwhelm me and I would stop dead in my tracks, confused. I also thought I heard whispers in the night air. “Go right…run…go left.” Of course, as soon as I activated the mage vision, all became clear again and the noises retreated to normal forest sounds.
I decided now would be a good time to check in on Rosa, and the first thing she said was, “I’ve been told to tell you that Dawn will happily be there in less than two hours if you promise not to change out of the loin cloth…No, make that less than an hour!”
“What, are you giving everyone there a running account? What is with everyone? It’s just a loin cloth!”
“That’s just it! It’s just a loin cloth! I’m sure if you did one loop around Sky Raven in that, every girl here would be all over you. It would make the pied piper legend look foolish!”
“Thanks, I think. So what’s going on over there?”
“Well, let’s see…I’ve been working on creating a new portal for Sky Raven, a new and improved version of the ones I made centuries ago. Much more versatile and with better safeguards. Oh, I finally found that thing you needed from the black room; let me just say I never want to do that again! As for everything else, things are going really well. We are already getting supplies delivered from Belrothe’s farmers, and they seem more than happy to trade with us. In fact, I do believe that dashing young cavalry commander stops by almost every day. I have heard he’s making quite a splash with the older healer girls. I’m pretty sure the road between the farms and Sky Raven is the most secure ever.”
“Speaking of the road, the earth wizards have completed most of the repairs to the citadel and they have started improving the road from here down to the main trade route. Nearly every morning we find a pile of fresh herbs and other ingredients left near the bridge; the healers absolutely love that. Your parents are helping out, too, teaching some of the classes. Imagine learning magic directly from the celestial beings who created it! We are so kicking the asses of any other mage school out there. By the way, the twins both say that they miss you two very much, but I think they are hoping that when you return, their training will be over and they can finally get away from the nebulia maidens!”
“But the news is not all good. From what we are hearing from our first test trips through the portal, Ocanse has fallen. It’s been completely overrun by the Duke’s forces, and waves of refugees are pouring into Elcanse and Anshea. More area of the map, sadly, turned to black. Sorry to end on a sour note, but I think you have reached your destination.” 
“Good night, Rosa.”
I had indeed reached my goal. A few hundred feet in front of me was a small twig hut. Light from a fire could be seen through a tiny window and there was herbal-smelling smoke rising through the roof. I walked over and knocked on the door. “I believe someone is at the door, Master,” I heard from within.
“That’s odd this time of year. Kahr, be a good lad and deal with it will you?”
“Yes, Master.” The door opened to a rather surprised young dark elf. Scrawny didn’t begin to describe this kid, who I assumed was the Shaman’s apprentice. He was wearing a black robe, was heavily tattooed on his face and arms, and had animal bones and other fetishes woven into his waist length ponytail. “Master, it’s another trial, but this one’s human.”
“A human? Well, don’t just stand there, bring him in!” The young man stepped aside, revealing a small hut packed with all manner of things, most of which looked to be used with magic. There were also a lot of herbs and other exotic healing-related items like dried birds feet in bunches hanging from the ceiling. I’m not sure if Alera would have been fascinated or appalled at the sight. In the center was a fire pit with a pot of bubbling stew and an old dark elf tending it.
“Ah, it is a human…and a big one, too.” Well, I’m not really a human but I wasn’t about to tell him that. The old elf shuffled closer to the back wall and activated a couple of glow orbs, which started out pretty feeble but gained strength with time. Now I could see that he was dressed in a slightly more elaborate robe than his apprentice. The old elf had fewer tattoos and his hair was not as tamed as the other, either. As I saw his face, I could see the strong family resemblance to both Renalla and Maya, the same quirky turn of the mouth and sparkle in the eyes. He motioned for me to sit. As I was about to say something, he held up a single finger indicating I should wait. 
The apprentice retreated to a far corner of the room and appeared to go into a meditative trance. The shaman smiled sheepishly and rummaged around in a large ornate basket that was positioned nearby. Finally, he withdrew a large piece of headgear - an animal skull actually; it made me think of a large ox or bison of some kind. The skull was adorned heavily with runes, bangles, and hand-painted pictograms of various animals. He placed it on his head and with a contented sigh, reached near the fire for a pipe that I hadn’t noticed sitting there before. Taking a theatrical long pull off the bowl, he blew the smoke into the air, which suddenly gave the entire interior a flickering, hazy, almost ghostly appearance.
Sitting down across from me, he laboriously crossed his legs. I saw a shadow of a smile cross his face as he absently batted at a loose bangle that was dangling from the skull in his line of sight. “So! Tell old shaman Mingt what I can do for you, young man?”
I didn’t really know what to say; I mean the apprentice seemed to know why I was there. “Um, I guess I’m here for the trial.”
The old man eyed me and snorted, “The trial, huh? Are you expecting me to have some test for you? Send you out to procure a golden cockatrice feather? Bring me a flask of water from the well of the eternally endowed? Hmmm? Was the trial of the dark forest not hard enough for you, oh hefty human?”
“Uh, well no, I wouldn’t say that but it’s not that far of a walk or anything.”
“Not that far of a walk he says! You’re right, it’s not. But tell me, how many days did you spend in that forest on your short hike?”
I shrugged. “I’d say only about a half hour or so. It was only two miles and I was moving rather slow. If I ran, I could have made it in no time, but I didn’t get the feeling there was a time limit.”
His eyes were wide. “Truly? You had no troubles at all?”
“No, not really. There were some pointy rocks and sharp sticks, and a marmot that just wouldn’t get out of the way. I guess I don’t go barefoot much.”
The man was stunned. “That forest has broken the minds of many young men and women; and you, a human, walked right on through it? What are you?”
I shrugged. “Well, I guess me being an enchanter might have had an effect.”
“An enchanter? Ha! You might as well tell old Mingt that you were whelped by a six-headed goat as claim to be an enchanter! There’s only one in existence and you’re not her!” He scoffed, batting at another loose item on the skull hat.
I nodded. “Well, there’s actually two of us at Xarparion now; at least, there was before the attack.”
“You’re from Xarparion? What do you know of the events there?”
“I was there during the attack; my friends and I were able to get a few hundred people out. Sadly, two towers of students are still trapped there,” I said.
“What of the Headmaster? And the tower Primuses!” he questioned sharply.
“All dead. My master, Rosa, is now the Headmaster.”
He smiled fondly. “Rosa is the Headmaster? I remember her; she was a sweet girl and I regret my treatment of her.”
“You were at the school?”
He laughed. “I was a teacher, in fact.”
“He is being modest. This is Headmaster Mingt, Primus of the Fire Tower before he was kicked out.”
“Why was that?” I asked Rosa.
“The rest of the fire wizards thought his methods were too soft and that fire is exclusively a force of destruction, not of creation like he taught. He was a good man. Though I hated him at the time, I knew what he was trying to do for me and I thank him for the lessons he taught me.”
I nodded to myself. “You weren’t just a teacher, you were the Primus of the Fire Tower. You were also a kind man who believed that a fire wizard should be taught to create, as well as destroy. They drove you out because they feared what you might change.”
His jaw dropped. “How did you know that?”
“Rosa just told me. She forgives you, by the way, and is actually very thankful for your teachings.”
“She is? Wait a second, that must mean that you two have formed a bond then, correct?” I nodded as he paused and stroked his chin. “Interesting, very interesting.” Then he smiled and took off the skull hat and tossed it casually back in the basket. “Since you’re a colleague, I can dispense with the silly props for the misinformed,” he chuckled, waving his hand around, indicating all the contents of the hut. “There are certain expectations for a shaman, you understand.”
Getting more input from Rosa, I leaned forward. “She could really use your help if you are willing to give it. The Headmasters are all gone; the teachers are gone. The Fire Tower is down to only four troublemakers now. Our two towers are being led by our oldest students, leaving the Enchanters Hall as the most effective group left, and there are only seven of us.” 
He nodded solemnly. “That’s unfortunate and I would help if I could, but I am just too old for this kind of thing. I am probably on borrowed time as it is. But I won’t send you off with nothing when my life’s work is in danger. I know a few people who retired early from the school; I’ll contact them and see if they can meet up with your group.”
“Thank you, sir; any help is welcome. But if you change your mind, we would be glad to have you. I have to say, you aren’t like any fire wizard I’ve ever met before.”
His face took on an amused expression. “If you mean that I’m not a mean-spirited, egotistical bully with poor anger control and a fireball in each hand, then I’ll take that as a compliment.” He sighed. “Son, fire is the most human-like of the elements. It lives, breathes, eats, and dies. Because of that, it’s also the easiest to use, and also to misuse. It’s learning the discipline of the mind that’s hard. Unfortunately, that’s where my successors failed their students. You tell Rosa I think she will make a good Headmaster.” 
“I will, thank you, sir.”
He nodded. “Now, we better get you under way. So, you’re doing the trial to become a man, huh?” he said as he gathered a few things together that were within reach of where he was seated. “Any particular reason? I say this not because I don’t think you’re worthy, but it’s not often a human chooses to undertake the trial.”
“I hope to marry a remarkable dark elf girl.”
“Ah,” he said, smiling as he started grinding up herbs in a bowl, “of course, and who might this lucky lady be?”
“Maya, your granddaughter.”
He paused and stared at me for several seconds. “I am really hoping your name is Alex.”
“It is.”
“Good.” He continued mixing ingredients in the bowl. “Then you better be good to her and prove to my son-in-law that you are worthy of her.” I nodded firmly. “Now, close your eyes and hold still. I am going to put paint on you and you mustn’t look at it until I am done or the spell won’t work.” He closed his eyes and held up two brushes loaded with paint. I clamped my own eyes shut and even refrained from using my mage sight.
I felt the brushes contact the skin on my chest before they started to move. It felt strange for a bit but I soon got used to it, and the smell the paint was giving off was oddly relaxing; it reminded me of Rosa’s workshop. After another few minutes, he stopped and put down the brushes.
“You may open your eyes now…well, this is odd.” He pointed to the painting on the left side of my chest. “This one is supposed to represent your spirit guardian, but I’ve never seen that image before.”
I looked down at my chest; the painting was upside down from my point of view. “It’s a Vahka, a Steppe Guardian!”
“If you say so, it looks like a horse to me. My point is, no one has ever had that before. Their spirits tend to be an animal of the forest, not the plains. And this other one…I don’t even know what that is, but I have seen it come up once before.”
“On whom?”
“Why, on Maya, oddly enough. Do you know what it is?”
“It’s the crest of the Nova,” I replied absently, turning over the revelation about my dark elf in my mind.
“The Nova? Why is their crest on your chest; and more importantly, why is it on Maya’s?”
“Because they’re my parents, and Maya and I are the Child of Darkness and Child of Light from the ancient prophecy.”
He was speechless with shock at first, but that was quickly replaced with puzzlement before he nodded in agreement. “To say you are lying would be saying that my magic is as well. If you are really Prince of the Nova, then I hope that my granddaughter is truly worthy of you.”
“More than I ever deserve. By the way, if it’s not a secret, what is Maya’s spirit guardian?”
He grinned. “I’m surprised you don’t already know; but then, if you two have kept your relationship proper as you should have, the guardian might not have manifested itself fully yet. Her guardian is a Jag’uri Puma, the fastest, stealthiest, and most dangerous cat in the jungle. They mate for life and are extremely territorial. You, young man, are in for an interesting life with her.” He turned and found a small pot with several small tied cloth bags resting inside and brought it back to the fire.
“Before you go, let me take a look at your immediate future - no charge,” he chuckled, throwing some herbs into the fire and watching them char. “The young people of the tribe often ask for one of these before a first date. Ah…to be young again.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, sir, why all this?” I motioned broadly to the hut and its contents. “You are obviously a powerful wizard.” The old elf stroked his chin and nodded. “You are wondering why I am living in this dirty hut instead of in a fine castle somewhere, sitting on a huge pile of gold and surrounded by concubines.” I tipped my head to the affirmative.
“Life is not about power and gold, Alex. It’s about the love and friendships you find along the way, but I expect you already know that.” He cast more ingredients into the fire and breathed in the smoke. “Almost ready.” 
His eyes became opaque and I recognized the effect as something similar to the mage sight that I use. He rocked back and forth for a few seconds. Suddenly, his back snapped to rigidity, his face became panicked, and he uttered a cry of soul-rending dismay as tears began to stream down his face.
“Renalla! So much blood! The King and Queen are down!”
I leaped to my feet and ran out the door, leaving it flapping in the night air. The dirt thundered under my feet as I reached out to Winya. I could sense that they were still at the rock confidently waiting for me to return.
“Winya, tell Maya her parents are under attack! Make sure Nia goes with her; I will be there in a few minutes!”
…………………………………………….
Maya
Alex’s warning through Winya hit hard, my parents! I grabbed Nia from the rock where she had been napping and started running. Of course, I had to be wearing another infernal dress and decorative shoes instead of my armor. Kicking off the shoes and leaving them behind as I ran, gained me a little time. Nia was really confused.
“Maya, why aren’t we waiting for Alex to come back?”
“No time! My parents are being attacked! Alex is on his way. Nia, can you fly ahead and help them?”
Stifling a cry, the pixie leaped off my shoulder and flitted off into the night air ahead of me. She, at least, could get back to the house in a straight line and not have to worry about buildings, streets, and blind alleys. I was racing as fast as I could; unfortunately, since I was out of my armor, I had to rely on just my personal speed and endurance. Images of my mother and father were cascading through my brain; how much I had missed them the past seven years, and how happy I was for the reunion. This was replaced by a deep fear and loss as I pushed myself even harder. 
Rounding a couple final houses, I hit the main thoroughfare that my parents’ house sat on and I could finally see it. It appeared to be a mass of confusion; there were city guard running back and forth like ants, archers on the roof, and even a contingent of cavalry mounted in the street with swords out. Winya appeared unasked in her sword form in my hand as Nia buzzed alongside.
“I don’t know what’s going on. I didn’t get inside, but there isn’t any fighting going on at the moment, although one of the guards shot an arrow at me! I’m sticking with you. Drat, I can’t even become Combat Pixie without Alex’s armor.”
I raced up to the outskirts of the activity. The guardsmen, seeing the sword, closed ranks to stop me. But as soon as they saw my face, they backed away and allowed me to pass. Reaching the house, I searched frantically for a face I recognized, finally settling on Ollis, one of my father’s oldest guards and friends, who was just coming out the door. He looked stricken and his grizzled face was ashen. I could smell the fresh coppery tang of blood everywhere and there was a substantial trail of it leading out of the house and disappearing into the street.
“Maya! Thank the gods you are unharmed!” he bellowed, reaching out to grab me by the shoulders.
“Ollis, where are they? I need to see them!” Winya retracted back to the bracelet form, and I stormed past the old guard and into my parents’ home. The scene inside was appalling. Chairs and tables were tossed everywhere and there was blood pooled on the floor, arterial spray all over the walls; there was even gore dripping from the polished wood ceilings. Two of my father’s personal guards lay crumpled, obviously dead, in the sitting room.
Moving to the kitchen and eating area, the destruction intensified, until I came to the area of the final battle. There were several higher-ranking guardsmen in here examining the scene, but they turned and quickly fled as they saw me. This room was awash in blood, the furniture was turned to kindling, and footprints and trails of gore were running every which way. Next to the kitchen stove was the broken body of the cook, Kalah; even her vampire regeneration couldn’t heal all the damage that had been done to her. She had died without extending her fangs or claws; essentially, she hadn’t even tried to fight back. I cut off the sob that was forming in my throat as Nia stared silently, still on my shoulder.
Tearing my eyes off Kalah, I started looking through the rubble for more bodies, desperately searching for my parents. I found a very gory Gwiwence lying along the wall and Father’s new sword next to it. This obviously was where the last stand had taken place. Above the carnage on the wall, written in blood, was a message in elvish, “Those who fail to serve the Lifebane in life will now serve him in death!”
Ollis came up behind me and placed a sympathetic hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Maya. There should have been more men here but, of course, your dad wouldn’t stand for that. He enjoyed being one of the regular people too much to wall himself up.”
“What the hell happened here, Ollis?”
He wiped a tear from his face and explained, “It appears a large group of stealthy warriors attacked the house. Judging from the footprints, I would have to say they were dark elves, probably thirty or more. They took out the perimeter guards with garrotes so they couldn’t raise an alarm and stormed the interior through the front and back doors. They overwhelmed the interior men we had in place, and attacked your parents and the servant. It appears they were looking for something as well, because the entire house was ransacked.
“The key stone!” Nia growled and flew off.
Ollis continued, “We believe they wrapped all the bodies in oil cloth and loaded them into a wagon on the street; the attacker’s bodies so we couldn’t identify them, and your parents’ to use for shock value. I suppose it would make a statement if they were in the front ranks of the next undead attack. They disappeared before the neighbors even knew what was happening; we have trackers working on finding the wagons. I have to say, your folks put up a hell of a fight…so much blood.”
I was stunned. My parents dead and soon to be zombies!
“Maya, Alex is outside,” Winya whispered gravely. Nia returned and gave me a terse shake of the head before flying out the door.
Fighting back the pain, I fled outside to the only comfort and safety I knew; there to find Alex, in his enchanter’s robes, being detained by a group of grim city guard. My rational mind told me that he could have walked right through them if he had wanted but, of course, he was too nice to do that. Walking shakily out onto the step, I noticed a lot more dark elves had gathered at the front of the house.
“Alex! It’s alright, you can let him pass, he’s my fiancé,” I said, motioning to the guards hollowly, my grief overwhelming my brain functions. I wanted nothing more than to be held in his arms right at the moment.
“A human? I’m afraid not any more, he isn’t,” huffed a distinguished-looking dark elf who had come up next to me wearing councilman’s robes. Several more council members filled in behind him.
“What?”
He took a deep breath, “With the loss of your parents, the King and Queen, you are no longer just a Princess, free to marry anyone of equal or higher stature. You are now the Queen, the ruler of all the dark elf people. You have all the privileges and responsibilities that entails. The council will, of course, demand that you marry a suitable dark elf candidate from our nobility, as soon as possible.” He stopped and raised his arms, looking all around him, as all the guards and council members went down on a knee.
“All hail, Queen Maya!”
 
End of book 2
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