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    BOOK ONE 
 
      
 
    Elves and Rocs 
 
      
 
    In which Morwen of the Paragons and Iroldo the Lynx Lord challenge the aerial dominion of the Dragons. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    PART I 
 
    The Sylvan Grove 
 
      
 
    -1- 
 
      
 
    The gigantic forest fire had finished its bitter work. Instead of sweet trees rustling in the breeze, hellish embers glowed, and dirty ash stirred over charred lumps that once were rabbits, deer, wolves and Elves. 
 
    The destruction went on for miles. And yet, in the middle of the desolation was a last stand of magnificent trees. The enchanted Sylvan Trees towered over the gray sea of shifting ash. The only hint of fire to the majestic growth was a handful of leaves curled like arthritic fists. 
 
    Incredibly, there was movement high on an outer tree as an Elf stirred on a hidden platform. She reeked of smoke and despair, of rage and burnt flesh. Her pale hair had turned grimy black. She had a tight line for a mouth and haunted gray eyes. Those eyes narrowed from weeks of squinting down her bow, bloodshot eyes that until yesterday had made many an enemy legionary realize death lurked in what had been, until last night, the Natality Woods. 
 
    Morwen was tall, with pointed ears and uncanny grace. Even now, she moved like a panther, although she lacked her usual coiled promise of explosive power. She was too weary, too appalled and sickened at the death and destruction around her. 
 
    She wore buckskins and moccasins, with a long knife sheathed at her hip. In her fist she clutched an unstrung stave of living wood, a legendary bow. The leather quiver lay empty on the platform. She’d used all the arrows last night. 
 
    Smoke still drifted past, although not the hellish fumes choking the darkness last night. Towering, raging flames had licked at the Sylvan Trees. Tongues of fire had crackled with fiendish force, demanding entrance to the enchanted circle. 
 
    Remembering the flames, Morwen sipped from a canteen, rinsing away soot. 
 
    Out of the gray sky, hot ash still drifted like snow. The inferno yet raged to the west, burning more of the forest as the flames cast their lurid light on the low fumy clouds. Morwen, her sight like an eagle’s, spied the distant flickers on the horizon. They spoke with fiery hieroglyphics of premeditated Elf genocide. 
 
    Far out to the east—Morwen stiffened at what she saw and lowered the canteen. 
 
    Morwen was vaguely aware of the grime, soot and dried sweat that caked her skin. Normally, she was as fastidious as a lynx. The murderous loss of life last night had left her numb. Battling the inferno to save these precious trees had pushed her beyond numbness, into an exhausted state of unreality. She no longer felt moored to the world, but a soul adrift. Thus, the new dread that lanced her heart surprised her. It shook Morwen out of her stupor, her left cheek twitching as her eyes rose to the distance. 
 
    Like an angry hawk, Morwen watched the horizon. A thin line showed the remorseless tread of the Red Legion. They were too far still, but in her mind, Morwen heard the tramp of hobnailed boots, the grim jangle of mail. Cohort flags snapped with their customary arrogance. Burly centurions roared the cadence of the march. Behind would follow wild Kizann nomads on their shaggy ponies. At a suitable distance, lean mercenary bowmen from the Nine Cities would trail the horsemen. 
 
    Morwen intimately knew each type, had personally slain many these past weeks. The Elves of Natality Woods had taken a ghastly toll among the invaders. Except for the fire—the raging inferno that had burned a forest—the interlopers would have never reached the forest’s heart: these precious Sylvan Trees. 
 
    Wearily, Morwen lifted a horn to her lips. 
 
    Then she froze in shock. In the hazy sky, that solitary speck— 
 
    Dragon! 
 
    Morwen clutched the horn so her lean-fingered hand trembled with rage. Beginning at last sunset, Dragons had dived at the still-living forest like kingfishers over a school of minnows. They spewed dragonfire, igniting the forest in a thousand locales. She had seen them soar, beasts cavorting over the flames, joyously roaring to one another. She would have traded a life, several lives, for a bow strong enough to shoot them down one by one. Her helplessness galled her bitterly. 
 
    This solitary Dragon…did it come to gloat? 
 
    With her horn, Morwen trumpeted a clean blast of sound. Then she set aside the horn and limped to the platform’s trapdoor. 
 
    She needed a plan. To lose so totally, and without harming any of the real enemy, it was infuriating. She wondered how many other enchanted forests had fallen to the Dragons. It had been so long since she’d heard from another Elf leader. 
 
    Morwen peered at the speck, at the approaching Dragon. If a hundred Elves yet lived in the Sylvan Grove and trained their bows at precisely the right moment, they would still likely fail to kill the beast. 
 
    She needed to think. 
 
    She needed a miracle, even if she stood here at the brink of extinction. 
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    Bathed, armored and sparsely fed, Morwen rode out of the enchanted circle of Sylvan Trees. She rode Aurora, a proud mount with a noble neck, white spiral horn and flashing ruby eyes. Aurora trotted with sublime grace, kicking soot and ash with her slivery hooves. 
 
    Piercing trumpets blared from the marshaled ranks of the enemy legion. Kettledrums began to roll, cousins to thunder. 
 
    Thousands of Red Legionaries waited in serried ranks, mailed killers with iron-rimmed shields, hardened slayers with spears, swords and hated axes. For some as-yet-unknown reason, they had set up giant A-frames. Tall iron poles were deeply sunken into the ground. Bonfires roared behind the massed lines. The soldiers must have carried the firewood with them. The fires were an ugly symbol and a mark of their slavery to the Dragons. Wagons stood behind the fires. In the wagons were thousands of barrels of flammable whale oil. 
 
    Morwen glanced over her shoulder. Behind her rose the enormous trees with silver leaves and craggy bark. Hidden at the forest’s edge waited the last Elves of Natality Woods, grim archers noted for their deadly accuracy. Yet…it was hardly a forest anymore—only a grove, perhaps, of the most beautiful trees on Earth, a majestic grove, the greatest grove of Sylvan Trees anywhere—except for those of the Enchanted Forest of the Elf Queen. 
 
    As Morwen cantered toward the enemy, she wished she had a thousand archers. Then, if the foul legionaries dared march nearer, a thousand arrows would darken the sky and a thousand iron-tipped shafts would drill through shields, pierce mailed links and sink into soft flesh. Then the Red Legionaries would learn to their horror the fatal difference between Elf archers with their staves of living wood and mere Mundane bowmen with their gull-fletched arrows. 
 
    Morwen drew a deep breath. The snowy ash-fall had lessened. However, instead of the rich pine odors or the hearty fragrance of the cedars of yesterday, the burnt stench of this sooty wasteland told her that her thousand archers were dead. 
 
    Yet, the Red Legion, the Kizann nomads and the mercenaries from the Nine Cities had paid horribly in lost lives and in the brutally maimed. During these past weeks, they had paid the butcher’s bill and remorselessly advanced deeper into the forest and into the teeth of arrow blizzards. Thousands of the enemy had died in those archery holocausts and during stealthy Elf night-raids. The forest had been Elf Home and a deadly labyrinth to strangers.  
 
    The Dragon strategy of total forest annihilation had changed that, had brought them to this ugly victory.  
 
    Morwen stiffened as she tasted the Dragon’s brimstone reek. The arrogant beast waited in what some might term as “solemn majesty.” The Dragon stood halfway between the mailed host and the grove of Sylvan Trees. 
 
    With her green-booted heels, Morwen tapped Aurora’s flanks, meeting majesty with unicorn enchantment. 
 
    Morwen noted the stir in the mailed ranks. Likely, none of those butchers had ever seen a unicorn before. Many probably considered it mythical. 
 
    At that moment, pulleys squealed. Cages rose into the air toward the top of the A-frames. 
 
    Inwardly, Morwen cringed. Outwardly, her face remained a stoic mask. The savages hoisted cages that swung from the iron A-frames. In the raised cages were mutilated Elf captives. 
 
    Morwen closed her eyes and swayed in the saddle. Aurora nickered, and she subtly shifted her back and helped a sickened Morwen keep her balance. 
 
    Morwen took a deep breath, and she almost gagged, believing she could smell the corruption of the burned forest. She looked again. Elves languished in the cages, Elves with their pale skin flayed. Others clutched the bars and stared with horribly burned-out sockets. Some had bloody lips, and Morwen knew men had used cruel pinchers and torn out their tongues. 
 
    Morwen might have bayed like a wolf. She might have snarled in rage and kicked her heels against the unicorn’s flanks. Alone, she would have charged the Red Legion. And they would have tripped the unicorn and borne her to the ashy ground. Then, it would be her turn to face the torturing tongs and pinchers. 
 
    Morwen swiveled her gaze away from the cages and toward the author of these atrocities. As she did, her heart beat with a new song, an inner howl of seething retribution. It thrummed through her, drove out the stupor and filled her veins with reckless hate. This brief truce, this promise of false parley—no more! She rode now to war, and was glad she had taken time to prepare. 
 
    Instead of buckskins, Morwen wore shimmering scales of hardened adamant that reflected everything around her like mirrors. A horned helm masked her eyes, although her wild locks spilled out from under it. In her gloved fist, she clutched an icicle lance. Her buckler looked like packed snow, and in its center radiated a golden leaf. She was Mistress of Natality Woods, the little of it left. 
 
    Morwen approached the solitary Dragon, that notorious beast of exquisite danger. 
 
    The Dragon was huge, with vast and outstretched leathery wings that constantly twitched as the bat-like surfaces rippled. Despite the lack of a breeze, those twitches and ripples were sufficient to allow the Dragon to hover. 
 
    Morwen felt the play of Dragon magic. 
 
    The Dragon’s hind talons occasionally touched the ashy ground and caused the faintest of smoky plumes. That, too, seemed unnatural. Each talon was large enough to grasp Morwen and her unicorn. The Dragon was sinuous, graceful and reptilian. It had shimmering scales like precious coins. Those were blood-red on its upper hide, darkened to almost black at the tip of its tail, but faded to a lavender color under its belly. It had large eyes, menacingly red but enticing like a nighttime fire, the kind that causes one to stare entranced at the hypnotic flames. Smoke trickled from a nostril, and the long neck had the flexibility of a python. 
 
    Morwen pressed her knees against Aurora. The unicorn pranced to a halt. 
 
    “You look resplendent, Lady Morwen,” the Dragon said. He had an otherworldly voice, with hints of discordant screeches like an ill-tuned violin…but only hints. Otherwise, the words had a beguiling quality like a tempting devil. 
 
    Morwen remained silent. 
 
    “Ah, you’ve taken offense,” the Dragon said. “It is the cages, I presume.” 
 
    Morwen understood the creature’s glee. She also knew that despite their bulk, Dragons were uncannily fast, like striking snakes. He would not be easy to kill. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ve overindulged myself,” the Dragon said. “I admit it’s possible. The caged Elves had information I desired. As their conqueror, I felt it within my rights to demand they speak. The consequence of their stubbornness I’ve displayed for you, and for any of your sharp-eyed compatriots who happen to be peeking out of that garden plot yonder.” 
 
    From his speech, Morwen believed she recognized the beast: Crimson Lord Bahadur, as he called himself. 
 
    “I suppose you congratulated yourselves this morning,” the Dragon said. “The hubris of your small deed fills you with importance. Believe me, I understand. The Sylvan Trees withstood the fiery holocaust. Your Elf magic held. It was a feat, of sorts. But it will be short lived. And yet, because of that—the brevity of your continued existence—you must extract every ounce of enjoyment from it that you can. Isn’t that sublime? Others think of you Elves as immortal. Now you’re a mayfly. No. Now you’re a shooting star, a thing that flickers in the night. What a pity, my lady. What a waste.” 
 
    Imperceptibly, Morwen tightened her grip of the icicle lance. 
 
    “Perhaps that’s too maudlin, or perhaps you wish to set your mind on more pleasant images.” The Dragon leered. “Oh, my lady, you should have seen it last night. A sea of flames engulfed your woods. It was magnificent, a veritable work of art. The aerobatics I indulged in over the heated drafts, the swoops, the soars. I came low enough to hear the savage crackles, to feel explosive embers bat against my wings. Yes. In the heart of the flames, some of the trees simply blew apart in fiery exaltation.” The Dragon smiled slyly. “I tell you this, my lady, because it is said that Elves love beauty. Of all the races, surely, you should be able to understand my joy. But I’ve long harbored doubts concerning this aesthetic superiority of Elves. Your sullenness here only confirms my suspicion, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Morwen’s lips felt rusted shut. With an effort of will, she parted them. “What do you want, beast?” 
 
    The sinuous neck moved into a half coil, and the Dragon revealed long fangs as he smiled. “All you have left is your pride. Is that it, my lady? Yes, you’ve fared poorly against my superior cunning. Yet, I will grant you that your woods lasted longer than most of the others. Yours, however, is the last, my lady, the last of the enchanted forests.” 
 
    “You lie,” Morwen said. 
 
    The Dragon chuckled, with smoke puffing out of his cavernous jaws. 
 
    “Completely unhinged, is my estimation,” the Dragon said. “Elves are the masters of decorum. That is the common belief. Yet what do I witness here? An amazing lack of artistic appreciation and now this boorish outburst. Really, my lady, I’m disappointed. Yes, the last. This is the last enchanted forest. Like you, it faces extinction. Notice, please, that I’ve said it faces extinction. I have not said that you will cease to exist. You have a chance at survival, if you’re wise enough to grasp it.” 
 
    Morwen allowed herself the faintest of sneers. This creature faced extinction. If it would drift just a little closer…that was all she needed. 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s no hope for your trees, however. They’re doomed. Not only shall we burn and cut them down, but slaves will also dig out every root and add them to the fires. Yet that needn’t trouble you. Life is more than green wood. At your death, you lose the forests anyway. Perhaps, and this is only conjecture, mind you, the Great Dragon will allow you a garden. Or it may be that she will give you a reservation to live on. I suspect you’ll have to earn that, though. As an Elf, you’ll have to work hard to please her. Yet better to be alive and have the possibility, eh?” 
 
    Morwen’s grip tightened upon her icicle lance. 
 
    The Dragon cocked his head. “It’s time to reason with me, my lady. It’s time to awaken your wits and salvage what you can. Oh, I’ve lost count of the number of stubborn Elves I’ve watched slain…or tormented.” 
 
    The Dragon eyed Morwen. 
 
    “It’s foolish to perish when life beckons. It’s unreasonable. Consider those wretches in the cages. They had a chance for life and maybe even eventual freedom. Now they’re dying horribly by degrees. They brought it on themselves, and they’re fools if they blame anyone else.” 
 
    The Dragon cleared his throat, which caused flames to flicker at the back of his jaws. “What I want from you, my lady, why I’ve summoned you here, is so that you can tell me how the Enchanted Woods of the Elf Queen resists our flames. Do this and you can earn yourself—what do you desire in way of reward, hmm? Perhaps you’ll tell me and I can tell you if it’s possible.” 
 
    Morwen smiled grimly. “You lying snake. You said this is the last woods, eh. Now you want to know why you can’t burn the Elf Queen’s forest. Go ask her yourself. I’m sure she’ll show you.” 
 
    The Dragon nodded as if agreeing to a splendid joke. He watched Morwen sidewise as he added, “And I’d like to know what it is about these…tands.” 
 
    Morwen held her grim smile, but the strength drained out of it. How had the Dragon learned about tands? Did he suspect? That should be impossible. 
 
    “Come, come,” the Dragon said, “you must speak up. Your sullenness has become wearying. It’s also grating, I assure you.” 
 
    Crimson Lord Bahadur waited as if hopeful and then sighed. “I know you’re stubborn, and very brave. Indeed, you’re positively valiant. We can all attest to that. In fact, if you wish, I’ll have one my sorcerers compose a ballad about your courage.” 
 
    Morwen noticed the sorcerers, who at their mention, pushed to the front ranks. They wore red robes. Most had masks. They were experts in balefire, and the Dragon had no doubt summoned them for a reason. Could he suspect her intentions? Perhaps she should lull Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    “Minstrels compose ballads,” Morwen said thickly. 
 
    “Not in the Dragon Empire. Let me explain,” the Dragon said. “You Elves consider yourselves the most cosmopolitan of the races. Perhaps once that was true, but because of the war, you’ve become the most provincial. First, we sealed each of you in your tiny woods and then at our leisure have stamped each of you out of existence. You’ve become…old fashioned, out of phase with the new realities, however you wish to put it. The point is that minstrels were a nuisance like mice. Thus, we’re ridding ourselves of them. Yet in some ways, they’re stubborn like you Elves. That’s odd, don’t you think?” The Dragon coughed. “Regardless, between their studies, sorcerers have learned to pen tales. One of mine will compose you a ballad if you so desire.” 
 
    “Release the captive Elves—” Morwen began. 
 
    “No!” the Dragon hissed. “You’re not here to give me commands. I summoned you so I could give you commands. You’ve lost. If it helps, repeat after me. I. Have. Lost.” 
 
    The Dragon eyed Morwen with strange lights playing in his red orbs. 
 
    Morwen shifted in the saddle and glanced once more at the captive Elves. Even while enraged, she was not so foolish as to stare into a Dragon’s eyes. Morwen’s heart grew bitter at her helplessness, at her relentless, grinding doom. Elves fought nobly. Elves fought with unique skill. Dragons fought to win and used every technique and artifice they could get their claws on. It was time to change that. It was past time. Elf extinction was one forest away. There was no hope for this Sylvan Grove. There was no hope for those caged and none for the few remaining in the trees behind her. In that moment, a dreadful desire ignited. Even if it meant becoming an oath-breaker—no matter the cost—Morwen would kill this gloating beast. She would slay Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    “I suppose you’ll tell me that other Elves can duplicate the Elf Queen’s feat,” Crimson Lord Bahadur was saying. “It would be a good trick, but far too late even if you could achieve it. Although…there are more Elves left after all these years than there should be. And some of you bear a remarkable resemblance to your past heroes. I use the term loosely, of course. Defeated warriors aren’t truly heroes. They’re the supine minions brought low to death. But let’s put that aside. Is the Elf Queen’s trick unique to her, or does she have a better grasp of magic than the rest of you? If you enlighten me of even so small a facet, my lady, I shall release these captives.” 
 
    “What about those in the woods?” Morwen forced herself to ask. 
 
    The Dragon raised his head high like a snake about to strike. “Pray tell me, my lady,” he asked in his silkiest tones. “Why will you tell me all this when hundreds of others would rather allow their limbs torn asunder and their young ones crushed, before they dared groan a syllable?” 
 
    Throughout the Dragon’s monologue, Morwen had carefully judged distances, wondered about timing and fretted about when exactly to strike. Now the accumulated fatigue from weeks of deadly forest warfare and the grinding battle against last night’s flames caused her to misjudge the Dragon’s theatrics. It seemed to her the Dragon understood her feral motives. Fear that it was too late and a bubbling rage beyond her ability to mask made Morwen tap her heels against the unicorn’s flanks. She spurred her great steed and shouted her war cry. 
 
    Aurora had a horse’s shape but a cat’s quickness. The unicorn lunged at the huge reptilian beast. Morwen kept her seat perfectly, leaned with her mount and rolled her lance upward, still horizontal. Before, she had held it one-handed with an under-grip. Now she caught and clutched it like a javelin, over her shoulder. 
 
    Front-rank legionaries shouted in surprise. The nearest sorcerer flinched and staggered backward. The Dragon kept his poise, although perhaps as surprised as everyone else. 
 
    Like a gazelle, Aurora leaped near. Morwen stood up in the stirrups. Her war cry reverberated off the Dragon’s scales. As her face twisted into a mask of hate, Morwen heaved the icicle lance. At the same moment, the Dragon struck. With snake-like speed, his head lunged downward. 
 
    The lance pierced Dragon scales. It pierced muscle, gristle and fat and gouged bone. The last deflected the point from the eight-valved heart and saved Crimson Lord Bahadur’s life. 
 
    Morwen, knowing none of this, raised her snowy shield. She saw the descending head. With her wonderful swiftness, with her exquisite sense of balance and tigerish strength, Morwen cunningly deflected the strike. One of the Dragon’s fangs left a furrow along the entire length of the shield. 
 
    The deflected head-lunge still had awful power. It would have knocked any ordinary equine onto the ground and sprawled the rider flat into a state of unconsciousness. Aurora was unique among horse-like beasts. She twisted with impossible agility, kept her silvery hooves underneath herself and staggered lower to the ground than seemed possible. 
 
    Then Aurora leaped up. Morwen had dropped the reins, and her left shoulder felt as if it had been wrenched out of the socket—and her head rang with dizziness. Regardless, she smoothly shifted her knees. Aurora understood. The unicorn whirled around, and galloped for the safety of the Sylvan Trees. 
 
    One sorcerer proved quicker than the rest of the stunned onlookers. He assumed a sorcerous stance—the Baleful Wyvern. He chanted, used his hands to weave fiery patterns in the air and pumped his fist, which now burned with intense flame. The ball of balefire whooshed in an arc. The quick-witted sorcerer was also an expert marksman, the reason for his high standing. He led his target perfectly. 
 
    Morwen twisted in the saddle and brought the shield across her body. It could have been awkward, but not only was she an Elf, but an Elf of the third virtue. Morwen ducked her head as the ball of balefire splashed upon her shield. Aurora nickered with pain as fiery flames licked. Fire blackened the top of Morwen’s helm. Burn marks scorched the unicorn’s hide, but the snowy shield absorbed the brunt of the balefire. 
 
    “Kill her!” the Dragon roared. 
 
    Other sorcerers began to assume spell-casting stances. A mercenary archer ran to the fore as he nocked an arrow. Several legionaries hefted javelins. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Aurora ran like the wind and out of range. 
 
    Morwen snarled savagely. She leaned her head beside the unicorn’s sleek neck. She flew over the sooty soil. She had failed! Crimson Lord Bahadur yet lived. At least she’d wounded the beast, paid him back for his gloating. There had to be a way to kill one of the arrogant Dragons. 
 
    Morwen made a strangled sound. This was it, the wretched end. No! She refused to go quietly to her doom. She was going to find a way to slay Dragons, even if here at the last hour. She must! 
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    Solemnly, Morwen handed her gouged shield to an acolyte in a cloaked white robe. The acolyte hung the shield on a stand. Morwen unbuckled her sword, wrapped the jeweled belt around the scabbard and gave it to him. With a soft clunk, he set it on a table and then regarded her. 
 
    “Enter,” he murmured. “The Consort awaits your presence.” 
 
    Morwen winced as if a Red Legionary had thrust a spear into her belly. Normally, there was a lengthy and sacred protocol demanded of any bloodied warrior to enter the chapel. That the acolyte had waived the protocol—for a moment, Morwen wanted to weep. Yet it was only for a moment. Her rage swept back like the tide. 
 
    Cool fingers touched his wrist. Morwen grew still. She looked up. 
 
    The acolyte of the White Chapel—a young and an extraordinarily handsome Elf—parted his lips. Whether he planned to admonish her for her seething emotions remained unknown. His pale brow furrowed. His mouth closed and a shudder ran across his shoulders. 
 
    They stood in the heart of the Sylvan Grove, and it retained some of its enchantment. Several starlings sang from a branch above their heads. Nearby, a fawn wobbled beside its grazing mother. The air here smelled sweet, without even the hint of soot or the ash outside the grove. All was still as if in the heart of the deepest forest imaginable. The clank of enemy war engines, the clink of mail and roared orders, none of those sounds penetrated here. 
 
    Morwen and the acolyte stood before a path lined with white stones. The path led to a small white chapel. Blooming ur-roses gently waved in the flowerbeds, making tinkling sounds. 
 
    The acolyte motioned to the path. 
 
    With a slow step, Morwen moved past the white stones. She hesitated at the door. Then she entered. 
 
    The chapel was but a single large room lit by scented candles. Each wall had been fitted with ivory tiles. Upon them were chiseled delightful scenes of forest and glen. A lone Elf in a white silk robe sat in a curule chair of ancient sylvan wood. She wore a silken hood and held a large white gem in her lap. Her hands were old and wrinkled. 
 
    “Consort,” Morwen whispered. “I seek your forgiveness.” 
 
    The Consort set the gem on the silken folds of her lap, reached up with trembling hands and removed her hood. Her hair was white and as thin as spider silk. Like the backs of her hands, she had a wrinkled face, with scattered liver spots. Her eyes were cloudy, a faded blue, and she had long ago lost her teeth. She was an Original, one of the few remaining. Because of it, her unity with the trees was intense. 
 
    “They gather,” the Consort whispered, “although the sorcerers bicker among themselves. None wishes to give up his meditations for the attack. They wonder why spells are needed when axes are so plentiful.” 
 
    “I wounded the Dragon,” Morwen whispered. 
 
    “Crimson Lord Bahadur has sent out the call. More Dragons come, many, many more.” 
 
    “I broke a truce,” Morwen whispered. 
 
    The Consort’s garments rustled. And Morwen was stunned to see the old Elf shrug. 
 
    “The time of death has arrived,” the Consort whispered. 
 
    “The Dragon spoke about tands.” 
 
    The Consort swayed as if slapped. Tears glistened in her old eyes. 
 
    “It was a stab for information,” Morwen said, her voice becoming louder. “I’m beginning to suspect that was the sole reason for his parley.” 
 
    “How could they have learned? It’s inconceivable an Elf told a Dragon.” 
 
    “We must not underestimate the Dragons,” Morwen said. “They’re devilish torturers.” 
 
    “Elves are forbidden to speak about tands,” the Consort said, clearly outraged at Morwen’s suggestion. 
 
    “Forbidden to speak about it to others,” Morwen corrected, “but not among fellow Elves.” 
 
    “This is a poor time for riddles.” 
 
    “I crave your pardon if you believe I’m being disrespectful. It’s simply well to remember that Dragons are cunning. If their magic leans heavily toward brute power, it is still capable of subtlety. One among them might have created conditions in which a captive Elf believed he or she spoke with another—in the hearing of a spy.” 
 
    “That is unthinkable.” 
 
    “And that is illogical,” Morwen said, “because I have already thought it.” 
 
    The Consort of Natality Woods gave Morwen a level stare. “This is an ill time to become pedantic. Our destruction is less than a day away. We are a handful against a horde.” 
 
    “True,” Morwen said, “but we still have our tands.” 
 
    The Consort clutched at something invisible, a pendant perhaps: a thing that dangled from her throat. 
 
    “I have never died,” the Consort whispered. 
 
    “The Elf Queen’s forest yet stands,” Morwen said. “Eventually, other Elves will come for us.” 
 
    “You’re a warrior,” the Consort said, looking away. “You know about these things. You’ve practiced it.” 
 
    “Dying is never practice.” 
 
    “Truly, it is still hard for you?” the Consort asked. 
 
    “Dying is always hard.” 
 
    The Consort clutched the invisible thing around her throat. “How long can the Elf Queen stand by herself against the might of the Dragon Empire?” 
 
    It was Morwen’s turn to look away. The question haunted her. “We’re on the brink of extinction because Dragons are harder to slay than Elves, and we’re immortal. There’s a hateful riddle I’d like solved.” 
 
    The Consort stiffened. Her eyes became unfocused, as if she saw elsewhere—as indeed she did. Soon her lips moved soundlessly. Then she blinked and refocused upon Morwen. 
 
    “It is time,” the Consort whispered. “Legionaries wrestle catapults into position. The sorcerers have begun to tap their mantras.” 
 
    Morwen bent onto one knee before the Consort of the White Chapel. 
 
    “Dragons wing toward us like hungry vultures,” the Consort whispered. “They know about Crimson Lord Bahadur’s wounding. They’re enraged.” 
 
    “Bless me,” Morwen said. 
 
    The Consort laid an old and wrinkled hand on the back of Morwen’s head. “Protect the Sylvan Trees, my lady. Save the honor of the Elves. I charge you by the Truth, and I bless you.” 
 
    “Even though I broke a truce?” Morwen whispered. 
 
    “Break our rout. Learn how to slay Dragons.” 
 
    “Consort?” 
 
    “I am about to taste death for the first time and our sacred trees will perish. Listen dearly. I will hold their fires beyond my strength. At that moment—” 
 
    Morwen lifted her head. She stared into the Consort’s old eyes. “That is a good plan,” she said. 
 
    The old Elf’s lips tightened into something nearly as savage as Morwen’s when she’d charged Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    The Consort said, “If one of them is close enough at the moment…” 
 
    “I will entice the Dragons near.” 
 
    “Of that I have no doubt.” The Consort stiffened as if in pain, and her withered old hands sank to the gem on her lap. “It has begun,” she said. 
 
    Morwen leaped to her feet and ran for the door. 
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    “We must charge them!” Linfalas snarled. 
 
    Morwen shook her head. 
 
    The two crouched on a hidden platform high in an outer Sylvan Tree. They had each strung their stave of living wood and nocked a long arrow. 
 
    In the distance, behind a screen of wooden mantelets—siege shields—a giant catapult fired. With ponderous and deceptively slow motion, the massive wooden arm whipped upward. With a terrific crack, the wooden arm struck the leather-padded crossbar. That caused the back of the catapult to lift several inches off the ground. 
 
    The crews of the siege engines thought of that lifting as a kicking mule. The Mundane crews had thus nicknamed those sorts of catapults as onagers. In their primitive speech “onager” meant “mule.” 
 
    The violent stopping of the wooden arm that caused the onager to kick also fired a specially constructed missile. It was a bundle of cloth, matting, kindling and thatch about three feet thick. It had been soaked in a Dragon mixture of saltpeter and sulfur, stirred into pitch, tar and other secret combustibles. The lit missile crackled into hellish flame. It left a smoky trail and whooshed louder as it neared the Sylvan Trees. 
 
    A scant inch before the fireball hit its targeted tree, the fiery missile blasted apart as if striking an invisible barrier. Flaming bits scattered and clung to nothing—and then, the flames disappeared as if sucked away. The combustible pieces still shriveled as if burning. There was simply no sign of the flame or any feel of heat. 
 
    Linfalas hissed between his teeth. “This can’t go on. It’s too much. It will kill the Consort.” 
 
    Like a fox watching a rat-hole, Morwen watched the dirt embankment behind the giant catapult. 
 
    Morwen shared Linfalas’s fear. In the White Chapel, in the heart of the Sylvan Grove, the Consort used the white gem, used her linkage to the trees. She absorbed the flames, the light and heat. She stored that in the Sylvan Gem. Given time, she could bleed the fire into the dark earth. 
 
    The Dragons surely understood that. They might not understand the exact procedure or the intricacies of Elf magic that accomplished the feat, but the Dragons understood the principle of the thing. At the very least, the Dragons acted as if they believed that saturation could defeat the gem. That it was a matter of hammering away until the defenses of their Elf enemies were overloaded. 
 
    “Are we going to just wait here until we die?” Linfalas snarled. 
 
    Morwen shook her head, and she glanced sidelong at her companion. Half of Linfalas’s face was melted flesh, an ugly red mass that must have been agony. Morwen found it amazing her friend could still talk, could still hold a bow without shaking or screaming in pain. 
 
    Linfalas had been wounded last night while he’d waited in a titan of a cedar tree. He’d fired an arrow into a swooping Dragon and received a blast of dragonfire for his efforts, knocking him off his perch. The fall should have killed Linfalas, never mind the fiery wound. Pine branches had repeatedly slowed his descent, and he’d splashed into a brook. Somehow, he’d beaten the forest fire to the Sylvan Grove, staggering to safety with smoking clothes. 
 
    “Let’s charge them,” Linfalas begged. “Let’s die attacking instead of burning to death like frightened mice in a hole.” 
 
    “Wait,” Morwen said. “Make them take the next step. We should be able to do something then.” 
 
    “Should, should,” Linfalas said. 
 
    He moaned, set his bow on the platform and let his right hand hover over the raw agony of his half-melted face. 
 
    Morwen used her forearm to wipe beads of sweat from her brow. She kept vigilant watch of the embankment. It should be soon now, very soon. The Dragons would know that mortal fire could not burn out the White Gem—could not overcome Elf magic. The forest fire yesterday had proven that. 
 
    The enemies’ tactical arrangement was simple. Overwhelming numbers allowed the brute force disposition. From a safe distance, the Red Legion had encircled the Sylvan Trees. As was customary for them, legionaries had employed their spades and thrown up a dirt embankment. That had taken them less than an hour to achieve. The catapults stood at even intervals from each other and a little before the embankment. 
 
    Morwen had considered high-angle archery fire, indirect missile fire, to shoot over the wooden mantelets and hope for luck to hit a few sweating crewmen. She’d decided to save their arrows for richer targets. Mundane fire wasn’t going to win the enemy the battle, and the Dragons surely knew that. 
 
    “Soon,” Morwen whispered. 
 
    Linfalas panted, with his palms flat on the platform. He panted like a spent hound. 
 
    “Just a little longer,” Morwen said. 
 
    Linfalas clenched his fingers into shaking fists. He banged the platform once, twice and then rested on his forearms. He moaned and his body began to tremble. 
 
    “Ah,” Morwen said. She stood up. 
 
    A red-robed sorcerer popped up from behind the embankment. The sorcerer pumped his flaming fist and shot sorcerous balefire at the trees. Then, like a gopher, the sorcerer ducked behind the embankment and out of sight. 
 
    All around the Sylvan Grove, other sorcerers were surely doing likewise. Just as all around them, catapults kept firing fireballs. 
 
    Morwen’s gaze flickered back and forth. She judged distances between each sorcerer that popped up. She silently counted cadence. She searched for a beat, a rhythm. 
 
    With supreme swiftness, Morwen drew the bowstring to her ear. She held her breath and saw a new sorcerer pop up. Morwen made a minute adjustment. She released. Twang. Twang. Two bowstrings snapped with release at almost the same instant. Beside her, Linfalas also stood with bow in hand. 
 
    A new sorcerer pumped his fist. The balefire bled off and began its fiery arc. Before the sorcerer could slither back into safety, an arrow sprouted from his masked forehead. The sorcerer slumped dead on the soft earth of the embankment. 
 
    “Good shot,” Morwen said. 
 
    Linfalas trembled as he clenched his teeth, although he nodded. 
 
    In truth, Linfalas’s arrow had been wide of the mark. With his single eye, he lacked depth perception. But Morwen knew it would make Linfalas better able to withstand the pain if he believed he was striking back. 
 
    The many arcs and splattering of sorcerous balefire added to the catapulted fireballs. That caused a hazy outline to encircle the Sylvan Grove, a shimmering wave of heat all around the last remnant of the once huge forest. 
 
    Morwen craned her neck and studied the sky. Now was the moment for Dragons to scream down from their soaring heights, to plunge like peregrine falcons and blast the grove with dragonfire. She counted six Dragons, six circling beasts. They soared like eagles, so falsely noble-seeming above the fray of earthly ants. 
 
    Instead of Dragon roars, trumpets sounded from the circular embankment. Centurions bellowed. And with a great “HURRAH,” Red Legionaries scrambled over the embankment en masse and from every point on a Dwarf compass charged the Sylvan Grove. A seething mob of iron-clinking soldiers, of bobbing shields and their burdens swarmed toward them. Red crests waved on their helmets. On and on, the legionaries came as more soldiers scrambled over the embankment and charged. 
 
    Morwen blew her silver horn, a high-pitched blast. Then she moved to the edge of the platform. Linfalas stood beside her. On other platforms on the other Sylvan Trees in the last circle of defense, other Elves lifted their deadly bows. 
 
    Morwen drew, targeted and released. The arrows hissed in a stream of death. She made superlative judgments. The range was too far for her arrows to drill through a tough legionary shield and the soldier’s mail armor. Instead, Morwen judged the lift and drop of a shield as a legionary ran. She sighted those tiny openings and let fly, judging the rhythm of the racing legionary so the arrow would reach that open spot at the instant of contact. Thus, Morwen shot a peeking legionary through the eye, streaking her arrow between the upper rim of the shield and the man’s helmet. Morwen hissed a shaft into an exposed foot, nailing a sobbing legionary to the dark earth. The rain of death caused legionaries to drop out of the rush, to crash upon the ground and to trip fellow soldiers. That exposed more to the deadly hail. 
 
    Unfortunately, for Morwen, too few Elves remained and too many Red Legionaries raced toward them with iron courage. 
 
    “We have to break the charge!” Morwen shouted. 
 
    It was at that moment the Dragons struck. From their soaring height, the massive beasts dove with folded wings and glaring eyes. Leathery sounds alerted Morwen at the last moment. The nearest Dragon unfolded his wings with an explosive snap. He swooped like a sailing ship, skimming above the Sylvan Trees. Monstrous jaws opened. His stomach heaved and dragonfire belched out of his sooty throat. The gouty flames of eldritch fire burst against the magic shell of the Consort’s White Gem. It added to the terrible strain as Dragon after Dragon poured fire. 
 
    Then the first legionaries reached the magic barrier. Some shrugged sealskin bladders from their backs. They ripped cords and splashed whale oil onto the invisible screen. Others produced torches and heaved tar-burning sticks. Almost all the torches immediately winked out, although now smoke trickled from a few. Legionaries in the rear passed up more bladders and more torches. 
 
    “Vile snakes!” Linfalas screamed at the sky. He fired his last five arrows at the soaring beasts. Only one arrow came close, and the Dragon burned it out of the air. 
 
    Morwen threw aside her bow, and she climbed higher into the Sylvan Tree, scaling a branch as she shouted at the Dragons, shaking her fist. 
 
    One circling beast eyed her, and he roared mockery. 
 
    “I challenge you to single combat!” Morwen shouted. “Come, fight me.” 
 
    The Dragon dipped lower, and maybe he would have hissed dragonfire at her. 
 
    It was Morwen’s hope to entice just one of the arrogant beasts close enough. The Dragon swooped closer and Morwen willed it nearer, nearer. 
 
    Then, Morwen’s hopes ended in a fiery explosion as the Consort’s magic failed. The old Elf in the White Chapel could no longer dampen the fires. In a titanic whoosh that engulfed every Elf and countless Red Legionaries, all the combined catapult shots, sorcerer-driven balefire, dragonfire and fiery torches and whale oil all blazed at once. Whether the engorged flames shot high enough to singe a Dragon, Morwen had no idea. In three blinks of an eye, Morwen’s body crisped into a burnt cider of ash. 
 
    The fight for Natality Woods was over. Now essence of Morwen had to wait for one of the Queen’s Elves to come and collect her tand. She had to hope that Crimson Lord Bahadur had not pierced the greatest of the Elf secrets. 
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    Iroldo the Lynx Lord rode under the stars. His stallion leaped like a mountain goat from one rocky pinnacle to another. Among the Elf Queen’s champions, he was the boldest—to the point of risk of self-destruction. 
 
    Therefore, the Queen had given him a well-nigh impossible charge. He must recover the tands of Natality Woods. Or he must at the very least return with Morwen and the Consort’s tands. The Court had to discover what tragedy had overtaken them. 
 
    Iroldo grinned as one of his mount’s hooves dislodged a brittle rock. 
 
    He and his stallion danced thousands of feet above a vast canyon, working down an almost sheer wall of mountainside. The dislodged rock clattered, bounced, sailed a hundred feet and shattered against a boulder, sending fragments showering for a thousand feet more. 
 
    Iroldo heard the faint clicks of the impact of the pebbles several long seconds later. 
 
    His stallion nickered. It was Elf-bred and trained, immensely strong and as supple as an otter. For a moment, however, the horse’s balance wavered. 
 
    “Easy,” Iroldo said, shifting his weight minutely to the left. “Jump, and land over there.” 
 
    The stallion leaped like a mountain goat. And on the mountainside wall, his hoofs clattered against a studier outcropping of rock. 
 
    “Perfect,” Iroldo whispered. 
 
    He had dark hair, the whitest teeth and the cockiest grin imaginable. Many of his foes had the unfortunate luck to see that grin a second before he cut their throats. 
 
    Unlike most Elves, Iroldo abhorred the bow. He preferred to fight close, with a wickedly sharp knife of abnormal length. He seldom engaged in large-scale battles, believing those for louts. He worked alone, preferably in the dark and almost invariably in the heart of an enemy stronghold. 
 
    He was a master of balance and silence. Therefore, he preferred to forego mail armor and wore a dusky leather jerkin and cat-soft boots. 
 
    He had agreed with the Queen that he was the best suited for this daunting piece of Elf-errantry. Actually, he would have to perform a miracle of hair-raising insanity. 
 
    The conquering Dragon of Natality Woods—Crimson Lord Bahadur—had relocated his treasure hoard to the site of his conquest. The beast had exhibited typical paranoia, raising a gargantuan fortress on the site of the destroyed Sylvan Grove. The Dragon’s Red Legion defended the premises, along with a sorceress who had performed prodigies during the forest killing. The Dragon had given his sorceress a mighty talisman. What the magical gift did, Iroldo hadn’t yet discovered, although he instinctively felt it might be the key to his success. 
 
    There were guardian beasts, but none would prove as dangerous as the Dragon himself. The absolutely worst obstacle to the errantry was that, according to reports, the tands had found their way into the Dragon’s treasure hoard. 
 
    That fact could spell disaster for several reasons. Did the Dragon know what the tands were? Could the Dragon or his sorceress actually see tands? Worse, had the beast tried and possibly succeeded in destroying the tands? Any affirmative answer to the three queries, while preposterous, would be catastrophic, ultimately damning to the war effort. 
 
    The Elf Queen hoped, and Lorenrod the Wise had seconded her hope, that the tands had inadvertently entered the treasure hoard. At first blush, the idea possessed dubious logic, but upon further thought seemed reasonable. If they were not in the actual treasure, the tands could lie sprinkled throughout the fortress, hidden here and there. 
 
    Personally, Iroldo believed the tands were all in the treasure hoard. It was where he planned to look first. 
 
    He laughed because anyone else would look everywhere else before daring a Dragon’s dreaded treasure chamber. But Iroldo had never seen a treasure hoard before. The search could spell his death, he realized. And there would be no Iroldo to come and rescue him from disaster. The truth, however, was stark. The Elves were losing the terrible war against the Dragons. 
 
    Despite his boldness and quick grin, there was in Iroldo a dark streak of murderous intent—the reason he insisted on knife-work, where he could smell the fear of his soon-to-be slain enemies. The Dragons had won too many battles and engagements, relentlessly defeating the Elves. Iroldo had known Morwen of the Paragons and suspected that if any Elf could solve the grim riddle of how to defeat the Dragons, it would be her. Therefore, it was time to unleash his last shreds of caution and dare his greatest feat yet. 
 
    Until he reached the fortress, however, Iroldo planned to enjoy every moment to the fullest. It was one of the things that made him so deadly—his concentration. He breathed deeply of the mountain air and he thrilled as his stallion galloped along an inch-thick ledge. The horse sprang to a boulder thirty feet down. Oh, this was a ride to remember. 
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    In the silvery light of a crescent moon, Iroldo trotted through a newly sprung forest park. The slender pines and baby cedars barely reached higher than his head. It was the regrowth from the forest death several years ago. The raging fires had slain the majestic pines, cedars and evergreens and the Sylvan Trees in the forest’s heart. Yet that had unlocked the eternal cycle, and surviving pinecones had released their seeds, which soon shot up tender shoots. 
 
    To Iroldo’s practiced eye, it was clear foresters had torn out trees and otherwise worked to tame the woods into a giant preserve. 
 
    That was the Dragon way: to industrialize the wilds into a piece of their empire. Huts rose here and there, and brush piles crackled with burning weeds or heavily pruned branches. In other locales, he spied hot mounds where charcoal burners cooked wood into charcoal to help fuel the iron-smelting furnaces he smelled on the breeze. 
 
    Iroldo scowled as he passed bloodier places where wolf-skins were stretched to dry and scraped deerskins soaked in river-fed vats. Later, he heard a bedlam of animal cries: bears, imported lions, aurochs and elk, together with exotic gryphons and chimeras. By the sounds, they were caged in staging areas, no doubt only released on the days that lords in the Dragon’s service hunted big game. 
 
    It was a massive park—as big as the Elf forest had once spread. It was evidence of the megalomania that consumed virtually every Dragon. Crimson Lord Bahadur commanded the Red Legion, and both the master and his masses were notables in the carefully ranked hierarchy of Great Dragon servants. 
 
    “Shhh,” Iroldo whispered. 
 
    His black stallion shook its head and thumped an adamant-hoofed horseshoe on the turf. 
 
    From ahead came creaks, woody groans and the occasional crack of a whip. Voices murmured and shimmers of light told of lanterns or torches. 
 
    It was strange that teamsters drove the trail after dark. Dragons were creatures of the sun and sky, the daylight, and accordingly their servants followed a like pattern. 
 
    “Softly now,” Iroldo murmured. “Pretend you’re a leopard.” 
 
    The stallion didn’t actually slink, but his hoof-falls and manner were eerily reminiscent of a great cat on the prowl. 
 
    In short order and outside the wavering radius of lantern-light, Iroldo spied the wagon train threading its way past slender young trees. Fifty or more wagons rumbled along a gravel road. Some wagons were piled high with hay, others with hogsheads of beer and flour sacks. A few held caged creatures and one a sad-looking half-giant, maybe seven-and-half or eight feet tall. It was hard to tell with him crouched over, hugging his knees, swaying at each wagon lurch. 
 
    Iroldo tapped his teeth in contemplation. This was the Red Legion supply train, would be his guess. But why did they travel at night? 
 
    He shrugged. It was a curiosity, not his affair. He bypassed the lumbering procession and trotted toward his destination. Yet the thought of the night-train wormed through his subconscious. 
 
    Iroldo patted the sleek muscles of his stallion’s neck. The muscles rippled under his hand, a warm source of strength. 
 
    “Swiftly now,” he whispered. 
 
    The Elf-trained creature needed no more instruction than that. In moments, Iroldo raced through what he already considered Red Legion Park. They moved like a ghost-wind, only observed by hunting foxes and a few gliding owls. 
 
    Presently, he compelled the stallion back to a trot. The trees thinned and then altogether disappeared. Iroldo alighted by a water tower, climbing it with simian ease. From a pouch, he extracted a Dwarf spyglass. He elongated the brass tubes, aiming the device at a gargantuan edifice in the distance. 
 
    Iroldo observed towers, turrets, flapping flags and lantern-armed guards walking the parapets. He saw the giant moat, a sea monster’s graceful neck and that a mighty dungeon complex rose like a mountain in the stronghold’s center. From his vantage, Iroldo would guess the stronghold’s circumference as something over ten miles. It was impressive, although he’d seen bigger. Grakengol possessed a larger castle and so was Ninnghiz the Blue’s fortress mightier than this. 
 
    “Climbing the hierarchy, are we, Bahadur?” 
 
    Iroldo flashed his grin. Then he became somber and spied the fortress for a solid hour longer. When he snapped the spyglass shut, pocketing it and climbed down to his grass-cropping stallion, Iroldo had his doubts. He would never have admitted such doubts to another. The grounds before the fortress, the guard complexes, the countless gates, the checks— 
 
    He laughed silently like a lynx as the answer came to him. 
 
    “You have another run, my friend. Then you’re free until I return.” 
 
    The stallion nickered and nudged Iroldo’s cheek. It might have been the horse’s way of saying that he would miss his old friend. Iroldo laughed, believing this piece of errantry had turned him morbid. Collecting the tands would be like any other challenge…he hoped. 
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    The Red Legion wagon train moved through the final castle checkpoint. Then, the last rumbling cart passed under an archway and entered the mighty stronghold. The crouching half-giant in his cage nodded to himself and began to cough. 
 
    A guard or two from another wagon glanced at him. The half-giant broodingly fell silent and tightened his hold around his knees. With a sullen flick of his head, he caused his bristly hair to move out of his eyes. He had a battered face, a flattened nose and one puffy eye. 
 
    Wagons separated from the train. Some trundled toward the bakery, others the armory and various others to different castle destinations. It was then that a shadow dropped from the bottom of the half-giant’s wagon. As the shadow hit the ground, it produced arms and legs and scuttled crablike, keeping under the wagon and between the great creaking wheels. 
 
    Finally, the half-giant’s wagon eased to a halt. The driver latched the brake, climbed down and with a groan stretched his back. 
 
    The shadow slipped between two wheels on the other side of the wagon. Before leaving, the shadow slid a file under the straw of the half-giant’s cage. 
 
    “Luck,” the shadow whispered, “and thanks.” 
 
    The half-giant’s one good eye narrowed, the only indication he’d heard. 
 
    Then Iroldo the Lynx Lord glided to a bronze statue of a Dragon in the middle of the courtyard. He leaped into an imported oak tree, climbed high enough to jump to the roof of a prison house and disappeared into the stronghold’s town-sized community. 
 
    Countless wooden barracks, a stone amphitheater, smithies, cobbler sheds, stables and tall, narrow houses with gabled roofs stood almost wall-to-wall here. It was simplicity itself for Iroldo to spring onto a parapet, scale a wall and flip onto an imposing tower. 
 
    The mighty dungeon reared in the center of the stronghold. The term “dungeon” did not in this case mean a subterranean dwelling. In olden terminology, the “donjon”—the dungeon—was the final keep in a castle, the last and often the toughest and largest fortification. This dungeon was ten stories high and looked like a titanic block of granite, with narrow windows. Merlons crested the top where guards prowled. The dungeon was nearly as wide as it was tall. 
 
    Iroldo was familiar with Dragon castles, especially those where the beast kept his treasure hoard. The massive granite dungeon was likely supposed to simulate a mountain cave where Dragons traditionally kept their treasures. If this dungeon were true to form, there would be a vast hole in the roof for Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    Iroldo nodded slowly as he sat like a midnight vulture on a nearby tower. He could feel ghostly emanations, the echo of Elf magic from the destroyed Sylvan Grove. What a tragedy. What a sorrow for the— 
 
    Iroldo stiffened. That wasn’t an echo of departed Elf magic. He scowled, and silently berated himself for taking things for granted. On an endeavor such as this, he needed to see reality for what it was, not mold things into how he felt or thought they should be. 
 
    Open your ears, Elf. Truly listen. 
 
    Iroldo leaned toward the whispering sense of magic. The sorceress with her gifted talisman—by the Great Dragon, this was amazing. 
 
    Iroldo breathed rapidly as sweat eased onto his forehead. It had been a long time since he’d felt something like this. The last time—it had been bad, one could almost say tragic. 
 
    Iroldo swallowed uneasily, certain he felt a shard of Creative Light. Was the sorceress mad? No, she was human, a foolish Mundane with ambitions more grandiose than a goddess. 
 
    The trouble with the world had begun long ago when one of the Celestials had stolen the Creator’s Staff of Light. It was a staff unlike any in existence, used by the Creator when He formed the world and all the things in it. He had laid the staff down long ago, kept it in a majestic chamber in the Celestial Sphere. 
 
    One Celestial had lusted for its creative power, however, and in one terrible moment in time, he had stolen the Staff of Creative Light and fled to the World Below. That one had done great harm. His most treacherous act had been in forming a permanent guardian beast. Taking a small lizard, the evil Celestial had used the mighty staff and formed the Great Dragon. 
 
    But even such a mighty hand as the Celestial’s could not properly hold that which had been made for Omnipotence. The great staff had turned in his hand. It had shattered, and superlative power had poured into the Great Dragon, the mother of all Dragons. There was nothing on the Earth like her. 
 
    As for the Celestial, the unleashed powers had obliterated him from existence. 
 
    The shattering of the Staff of Creative Light had also sent a thousand spinning shards flying to the ends of the Earth. The unleashed power was the wild magic that wizards, sorcerers and magicians attempted to channel and use. It was dangerous business, and like the Celestial, these sorcerers often died, consumed by their ambitions and spells gone awry. 
 
    Sometimes, however, particular adepts found one of the shards of Light. If they were wise, they ran far away from such a potent source of magic. Too many, however, took it and thought to craft incredible enchantments. All of them eventually died hideously. It was like trying to warm themselves on a winter day by standing beside a raging forest fire. The trick wasn’t getting warm, but to keep from being burned. 
 
    Iroldo was certain he felt such a shard of Light in this stronghold, in the dungeon center or somewhere nearby. Crimson Lord Bahadur was probably not foolish enough to try to wield it himself. Dragons were vain, but they were long-lived enough to know better. 
 
    Now it made sense that the tands could have found their way into the treasure hoard. 
 
    Iroldo exhaled sharply. He wanted nothing to do with shards of Creative Light. But he was going to have to investigate this one. He was going to have to risk annihilation of his soul. 
 
    With a weary heart, Iroldo began to slide toward the tower’s edge. 
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    Iroldo used a conjurer’s trick to ease through a slit window too small for him. He plopped into an outer corridor of the gargantuan dungeon. From there, he glided through arching hallways, climbed winding stairs and easily avoided guards. Soon, he reached carpeted floors and walls adorned with tapestries. The tapestries showed Dragons or muscled devils striding among narrow-eyed sorceresses cloaked in red. Instead of torches, candles flickered in alcoves. 
 
    Then, disaster struck as a prowling manticora padded into a crossway. The carpets had muffled its lion’s feet, so even keen Elf ears had missed its approach. Fortunately for Iroldo, the beast was sniffing the carpet and looking down. Perhaps it had been trailing a rat. Even Dragon castles had them. 
 
    The manticora was a monstrous creature, fully twelve feet long. It aped a human-like face on a lion’s shoulders, with folded eagle’s wings and a curled scorpion’s tail. Iroldo loathed manticoras—they were deadly quick, better dispatched through archery fire than short-range dagger work. After a second’s hesitation, he alighted on a plan. 
 
    “No, no,” Iroldo said, while striking a pose, “completely wrong. I simply don’t understand this.” 
 
    At the first word, the manticora’s head whipped up. It frowned, lifted its upper lip and revealed vampire-like fangs. 
 
    “Men are forbidden here,” the manticora growled in harsh, barely understood speech. 
 
    Iroldo suppressed a shudder. This was clear evidence of a shard of Light. The sorceress had undoubtedly tampered with the manticora, giving it speech and perhaps a higher order of thought. This was bad, but it was just as he’d suspected. 
 
    “Name yourself,” the manticora growled, “or I shall shred your flesh.” 
 
    Iroldo sneered. “And bloody the carpets, you dolt? Have you already forgotten the sorceress’s injunction?” 
 
    The apish face thundered furiously, and the manticora took several lion-like strides nearer. “What do I care about carpets?” 
 
    “Blood, blood, you dolt, it makes an awful stain.” Iroldo pointed at the tapestry. “Quit annoying me with carpets. This is why I came. You realize this is dreadfully garish. The sorceress cannot abide inferior quality.” 
 
    “Name yourself, man, before I devour you.” 
 
    Iroldo ripped the tapestry from the wall and firmly grasped the heavy weave on one end. “You must alert the sorceress. This simply cannot—” 
 
    Iroldo twisted his torso and heaved the tapestry, displaying extraordinary strength. The tapestry flew like an over-heavy net and descended upon the startled manticora. As the creature roared with frustrated rage, Iroldo pivoted and ran like the wind the way he’d come. 
 
    “Man!” the manticora roared, as it shook off the tapestry. “I will shred your flesh! I will devour your liver!” The thing leapt and its wings snapped as it sped after Iroldo. 
 
    Running full tilt, Iroldo took corners, bounded down steps and glanced over his shoulder to see death incarnate streaking after him. The manticora’s wingtips brushed both sides of the corridor walls. The beast roared with murder-lust. Iroldo faced forward again and concentrated on running, taking another turn. 
 
    Down the stairs at a landing, a soldier walked into view. 
 
    “It’s berserk, kill it!” Iroldo shouted, as he leaped over the heads of what proved to be a trio of guards. Iroldo landed on his feet. “Use your crossbows or you’re dead men.” Then he sprinted away. 
 
    One of the red-armored guards was fast. He raised his weapon, paused in shock at the twelve-foot beast flying down the stairs at him, and then he grimly fired. The bolt hissed and struck with a meaty slap. The manticora yowled in pain, and it halted among the three guards long enough to commit murderous butchery. 
 
    “Sound the alarm!” Iroldo shouted, who took another turn. “There’s an intruder! He’s made the manticora insane. Kill it and summon the sorceress,” Iroldo shouted as he passed three more guards. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the guards shouted after him. 
 
    Iroldo didn’t pause to answer. He heard the approaching manticora roar with rage and knew that the guard would never live long enough to relay his suspicions. 
 
    Iroldo had been in such situations before and he knew from experience that an alarm often created confusion before the commanders sorted things out. He had to regain the shadows and let guards and creatures dash here and there in an excited frenzy. 
 
    “You!” an officer shouted, surprising Iroldo. The man wore a scarlet sash and stepped out of a lavatory. He was buckling his sword belt as he strode at Iroldo. “What’s all the shouting about?” 
 
    “An Elf,” Iroldo said, and he plunged his long knife into the man’s chest, stepping aside as blood jetted. 
 
    Two other guards hurried into the hallway. They stopped in shock at the sight of blood and the slumping commander, and a gory-bladed Iroldo brazenly and obviously guiltily standing there. 
 
    “I’ve killed one of the traitors,” Iroldo declared. 
 
    “The general?” one guard asked in wonder, he with a great red beard. 
 
    “It’s a coup,” Iroldo said. “The manticora is part and parcel of it.” 
 
    The two guards glanced at each other. 
 
    “Who are you?” the bearded guard asked gruffly, drawing his sword. 
 
    “Excellent,” Iroldo said. “Your quick suspicion does you credit. I am the interrogator from Ninnghiz the Blue. The Great Dragon herself demanded my presence here. There is a plot against the legion.” 
 
    “The Red Legion?” the bearded guard asked. 
 
    “You’re the man I need,” Iroldo said, pointing his bloody blade at the soldier. “I hereby elevate you to captain first rank. No one must pass into the inner dungeon. Do you understand?” 
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    “Can the Great Dragon count on you?” Iroldo barked. 
 
    “Yes, Interrogator,” the guard said, coming to attention. 
 
    “Then summon the others. I hear the manticora approaching. Go! Hurry!” 
 
    The two guards paled as they glanced up the corridor. Then they turned and ran for reinforcements. 
 
    Iroldo ran in a different direction, hoping the monster would follow the armor-clinking guards instead of him. 
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    The mayhem of shouts, gongs, screams, and guards battling versus the manticora sounded from the lower levels. Fortunately, Iroldo had found another way into the carpeted halls. The confusion couldn’t last much longer. Cooler, wiser heads would soon command the scattered guard detachments. Then the commanders would employ sorcerers and hunt him down. 
 
    He had to be gone before that happened. 
 
    Iroldo entered a vast room and startled a cat. The ball of fur hissed malevolently from a cushioned chair. A lantern burned with low light beside it, revealing the creature’s bloated form. 
 
    The room contained rows upon rows of tall shelves filled with musty volumes, moldy scrolls and old wood. It must be the sorceress’s library, and meant her workroom and perhaps her bedroom was near. 
 
    The fat, frightened cat jumped from its chair, landing heavily on the rug. It lumbered with surprising speed and shot through an open door. 
 
    Iroldo followed, peering around the corner into another room. Moonlight flooded through a slit window. It revealed many stands and the strange objects on them, some that shimmered with eldritch power. There was a glass globe, a key and the contorted head of a man like a wooden bust. Only this head opened mad eyes, horribly alive eyes. 
 
    The fat, silky cat hissed at Iroldo from the center of a large bed. Iroldo walked into the bedroom and the cat fled into a different room. 
 
    The mouth of the mounted head opened and tried to speak. 
 
    Iroldo shivered in revulsion, certain this was another horror created by the sorceress through her shard of Creative Light. Power corrupted, especially magical power. Here was the evidence. 
 
    Iroldo strode across the room and halted near the huge bed. He spied a nightstand. On the stand lay an ironbound book. It glowed with that eldritch light, more strongly in a tiny depression on the leather-bound cover. Iroldo stepped nearer. The Book of Elder Lore was scrawled in ancient script on the cover. The tiny depression had inlaid gold-work. It appeared a gem should lie in that spot. 
 
    Or a shard of Creative Light. 
 
    Iroldo hesitated. The wild magic from a shard of Light often did unpredictable things. Having a shard near was like sleeping beside a hungry, man-eating manticora. It was only a matter of time before something deadly occurred. 
 
    Iroldo tapped his teeth. He was wasting time. Trapping the sorceress and—on impulse, Iroldo strode to the book, hesitated a second time and then finally reached for it. 
 
    A single eye opened in the tiny depression of gold-work. That froze Iroldo with another shudder of fear. 
 
    “Who are you?” The Book of Elder Lore asked. 
 
    Sweat appeared on Iroldo’s brow. He was an Elf, perhaps the most adventurous of his kind. He’d seen many strange things. Yet a talking book wasn’t a funny, laughing matter. It was unnatural and therefore suspect. For a moment, it made Iroldo doubt his senses. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” the book asked. 
 
    Iroldo slowly shook his head as his stomach squeezed. Wild magic was at play. The sorceress must have given the book life. Whatever had prompted a sorceress to do something so infernal was beyond Iroldo. Playing with life, giving inanimate objects intelligence was foolish pride. Letting something like this Book of Elder Lore live with its undoubtedly twisted ways of thinking—Iroldo wanted to burn it. First, he had to lull it, and that meant— 
 
    “You’re the sorceress’s book?” Iroldo asked as lightly as he could manage. 
 
    “Are you asking that I blast you with spells?” the book said. 
 
    “I meant no insult.” 
 
    “But I’ve taken it that way.” 
 
    “Would you grant that ignorance prompted my inopportune speech?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “Hmm. Perhaps I was hasty. I am something of a secret item.” 
 
    “And no doubt rare, too,” Iroldo added. 
 
    “One of a kind,” the book said proudly. 
 
    Stabbing the book would prove futile. Burning it would take time. Iroldo wondered if the book could really cast spells. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you rest then,” Iroldo said. “I have to be—” 
 
    “Halt,” the book said. 
 
    The essence of an inanimate object possessing life, able to think and act, upset Iroldo’s equilibrium. He stopped, uncertain what to do and now momentarily lacking his brazen self-confidence. 
 
    “A moment,” the book said, as the iron clasp clicked open and its leather cover rose so the brittle edge of pages ruffled. “You’re no human.” 
 
    Iroldo blinked, torn between a desire to run and another to rip the book to shreds. 
 
    “I believe you’re an Elf,” the book said. 
 
    Iroldo’s mouth turned bone dry. Undone by a book—the absurdity of it angered him. The anger helped restore his sense of reality. He was in the Dragon’s stronghold, in the chief sorceress’s bedroom. The bedlam on the lower floors couldn’t last much longer. Right, right, this bedroom likely contained the wildest, choicest sorcerous items formed through the shard of Creative Light. 
 
    I am the Queen’s champion.  
 
    Iroldo squared his shoulders and forced a grin. 
 
    “You’re an Elf,” the book repeated. 
 
    “Ah, I hear the sorceress coming. She can enlighten you concerning my status. Now, that cat,” Iroldo said, glancing into the other room. “I’m supposed to bring him supper.” 
 
    “If you move a muscle, Elf, I shall cast Shadow Weaver’s Enchantment on you.” 
 
    Iroldo turned back with a start. “That’s quite unnecessary.” 
 
    “I’m highly intuitive and—” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard,” Iroldo said quickly. 
 
    The book paused, and asked, “You’ve really heard of me?” 
 
    “The Book of Elder Lore is spoken of widely in Elfland.” 
 
    “Well-spoken of?” the book asked. 
 
    “Spoken of highly by the Elf Queen herself,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “This is wonderful, as you’ve just proven my thesis. Elves are glib liars. Oh, this is exactly what I’ve been telling Lu Shan. And this is how I wish to spend my time. Do you think I want to spew ancient facts to dull-brained acolytes one dreary day after another? How did the Ancient One meld wolf and man into Wolfen? Are there any known shards to the shattered Prismatic Bridge? The litany of the sorceress’s questions has me utterly bored, flipping pages until my binding aches.” 
 
    “Ah…” 
 
    “And don’t tell me that is what a book of lore is supposed to do. It’s quite the opposite, my glibly lying Elf. The purpose of a book of lore is gaining information, not dispensing it.” 
 
    “Er, yes, I suppose that depends on your point of view.” 
 
    “I’m solely interested in my view, not Lu Shan’s view. Or does that surprise you?” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt me. That was a rhetorical question. You must stand still and listen a moment.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m short on time,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Yes. That’s logical for an Elf in a Dragon castle. I hadn’t considered that angle of things. Very well, here’s my proposition. Take me with you and I’ll let you live. Refuse and I shall enswathe you in Shadow Weaver’s Enchantment.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “First, I want my shard back, the shard of Creative Light. Lu Shan dug it out of my cover, saying she only needed it a short time. I realize now she lied. Once you fit the shard back into place, I’m ready to leave this room and leave the castle. I want to see the wide world. I want to research new lore and add to my already considerable knowledge. Perhaps you’ll think it grandiose, but I wish to become the book of All Lore, not just Elder Lore.” 
 
    “Right,” Iroldo muttered, “that makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “Sarcasm, or whatever you call your Elf wit, will not enhance our partnership.” 
 
    Iroldo made an ironic bow and swept his hand sidewise. “I apologize.” 
 
    “Humph. Well, that’s more than Lu Shan ever did. Now, what will it be?” 
 
    “I’ll agree to the deal on one proviso,” Iroldo said. “You must agree to remain silent at my word. If I’m caught…well, I don’t think I need to belabor the obvious.” 
 
    “Dragonfire will incinerate me, too,” the book said. “Yes, agreed. Now, let’s be off.” 
 
    Iroldo took a deep breath, nodding slowly. “Before we begin, I’m going to need Lu Shan for a little errand. I’m also going to have to bait her with the only thing she’ll truly want.” 
 
    “You’re speaking about my shard of Creative Light,” the book said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Trick to your heart’s content, Elf. Just take me out of here and get my shard before we leave. Anything else…” The book chuckled. “Anything else will be grist for my extended compilation.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Iroldo whispered under his breath. 
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    Lu Shan—chief of Crimson Lord Bahadur’s magic-users—stood in silent rage as she listened to a red-bearded guard describe the intruder. Clearly, the assassin had uncommon skills. Lu Shan wondered if Lord Bahadur had angered his brother Dragons enough that they would strike back through killing her. 
 
    “It was his ears that caught my eye,” the guard now said. 
 
    Lu Shan flicked her wrist. She wore costly gems much too big for her narrow hand. It was the only garish thing about her. She had long dark hair and beauty like a vampire queen, with eyes that captivated with lust instead of Dragon power. A long gown of red silk trailed to the floor. The dead manticora lay heaped in a corner, with seven dead legionaries under or around it. 
 
    “I noticed it as he turned,” the guard said. “He had long hair—” 
 
    “What about his ears?” Lu Shan asked coldly. 
 
    The red-bearded guard hulked over her, but he shrank with fear and stammered the answer. “I-I just saw the one, my lady. It was pointed…like they say an Elf’s ear is.” 
 
    Lu Shan stared at the legionary. Then her lips curved in the slightest of smiles. “Attend me,” she said, turning without waiting for his acknowledgement. 
 
    She strode down a corridor, stepped over a dead cohort commander and pressed a slender hand against a section of wall. It slid aside. Behind her, the guard gulped nervously. 
 
    “Draw your sword,” Lu Shan said over her shoulder. 
 
    Legion steel slid from its scabbard, the short stabbing sword that had won the Red Legion its reputation in battle. 
 
    “If anything moves in here but me,” Lu Shan said, “kill it.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” the guard said, his voice firming. 
 
    She entered the secret corridor, the stone booming shut as the guard followed. She lifted a hand, spoke a word and allowed a ruby on her wrist to glow with fiery light. She kept the hand poised, with a killing spell on her tongue. She yearned for the Elf to drop before her. Oh, even his enchantments would fail before her cunning. 
 
    After several flights of secret stairs and the testing of two traps, she motioned the guard to silence. Then she advanced to a wall and flipped open a spyhole. She scanned her bedroom, searching for minute signs— 
 
    Her heat fluttered with fear. The Book of Elder Lore was gone. Her gaze stabbed at the bust of the Living Head. The pathetic creature tried to form words. Oh, how he wished to speak. But she would never grant him that privilege. He had been a poor lover and now paid the penalty. 
 
    Lu Shan scanned the room. The Elf had been here, she felt it. Was he still here? 
 
    She uttered a soft but potent word. No betrayal of blue light flickered into existence. As far as her spells could determine, the Elf had left. 
 
    Closing her eyes, steadying her nerves, Lu Shan pressed a switch. The wall slid back. “Hurry,” she whispered. 
 
    The guard followed, with his chainmail making soft rustling noises. 
 
    Lu Shan strode to the Living Head, ignoring the pleading in his eyes. She tilted it back and snatched the radiant shard of Light from its hiding spot. The Living Head contained powerful enchantments that hid the shard’s wild magic. 
 
    She heaved a sigh of relief, squeezing the shard. Then, an ominous thump sounded behind her. She turned in time to see the unconscious guard’s hand twitch on the carpeted floor. 
 
    Lu Shan held her breath, blinking rapidly and scanning the room. By the door into the lavatory—movement—she lifted her hand to blast whoever hid there, only stopping as she recognized her sweet cat. 
 
    Behind her, something slapped her hand hard. That hurt. And her fingers opened on their own accord, spilling the shard of Creative Light so it bounced off the rug. 
 
    Lu Shan cried out in fear, lunging for the shard. 
 
    A shadowy figure rolled from hiding elsewhere and beat her to it, snatching the shard as he stood and grinned at her. 
 
    “Elf,” she hissed. Then she glanced around. “Who slapped my hand? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “That’s terribly unfortunate,” the Elf said in a smug way. “Perhaps later I’ll instruct you in some elemental distraction magic.” 
 
    “Elves aren’t sorcerers.” Lu Shan held out her hurt hand. “Now give me back my shard before I transmute you into some hideous shape.” 
 
    The Elf lifted the shard, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. Its shining light did something strange to his face, making it shine in a way it had never done to anyone else. Maybe it was true what they said about Elves, that they belonged to the Celestial Sphere and had only come down to the World Below at the Celestials’ command. The Elves were here to slow the conquests of the Great Dragon until the Celestials—the Elves’ Masters—could decide what to do next before the Creator returned and discovered the whole sordid mess. 
 
    “Only fools want to play with this,” the Elf admonished. “And since you desire it, it tells me you’re a fool. That’s a good thing for me, because I’m in need of a fool right now.” 
 
    Lu Shan curled her long fingers into a fist. She yearned to obliterate the smug Elf. Yet she wanted her shard back even more. 
 
    “Do me a quick little service,” he said, “and I’ll return you the shard.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not lying?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to make a binding oath by the power of the shard concerning you and me,” the Elf said. “I wouldn’t bother with such an oath unless I planned to give the shard back to you. Without such immunity from your spells, well, Elves have earned their reputation for wisdom the hard way.” 
 
    “And if I don’t take the binding oath?” she asked. 
 
    He snapped his fingers and the shard disappeared. 
 
    “Where did it go?” Lu Shan practically sobbed. 
 
    “Right here,” the Elf said, and he opened his other hand, the shard shining from his palm. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” she whispered. 
 
    “Give Crimson Lord Bahadur a message,” he said. 
 
    “And?” she asked. 
 
    “And return to me for your shard.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “See, it’s very simple, nothing to it. Are we agreed?” 
 
    She would kill this Elf. She would mangle him and enchant his head, keeping and tormenting it for an eon. 
 
    “Yes,” Lu Shan said, as sweetly as she could. “We’re agreed.” 
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    “You’re taking a big gamble,” the book said. 
 
    “I told you to be quiet,” Iroldo whispered. “Dragons can hear a mouse tiptoeing through their treasure hoard.” 
 
    “Elves are quieter than mice?” the book asked. 
 
    “I am. I don’t know about the rest. Now still your…pages, I suppose. How do you manage to talk?” 
 
    Perhaps in irritation, the book kept silent. 
 
    Iroldo grinned as he peered around the statue. He was beginning to get the measure of The Book of Elder Lore. 
 
    The halls in this part of the dungeon were cavernous, like the cathedrals of some Mundanes. The spanning arches, the sheer space—the exterior of the dungeon had led Iroldo to believe this was a drab piece of architecture. 
 
    Instead, the interior that Crimson Lord Bahadur inhabited was stunning, like a palace made for a world-spanning emperor. Famous portraits by various masters hung everywhere. Exquisite statues lined the ways, along with tall, fluted columns like cedar trees. Silver bats winged near the top of this hall, mirrors reflecting and crisscrossing slanted beams of light like golden wires. The silver bats wove around the beams, although occasionally a glittering flash like a fish scale told of a bat’s miscalculation as its wing touched the reflected light. 
 
    “Remember,” Iroldo whispered, “silence is for survival. You can inscribe that in your lore as a piece of Elf dogma.” 
 
    The heavy book rested in a pouch slung at Iroldo’s side. As a precaution, he had taken a rope and tied the pouch against his hip so the book wouldn’t flop and make noise. 
 
    Now Iroldo rose from behind a crouching statue of a kneeling giant. He glided in the shadows after Lu Shan. 
 
    She boldly marched ahead, her high heels clicking against the marble floor. Her silky garments fluttered as she swung her arms in rhythm. The clinging fabric showed her curvy contours. Lu Shan was buxom and had probably used her considerable charms to rapidly advance in the magical hierarchy. She had likely also used her beauty to mask her inordinate ambition. From Iroldo’s experience, Mundanes were more susceptible to beauty than Elves, though their lesser intelligence was usually tightly confined to sexual comeliness. A mountain landscape, a bright rainbow or an exquisite flower could more easily captivate an Elf than a courtesan with a seductive walk. 
 
    Iroldo shook his head, frowning at himself. Did Lu Shan seek to captivate him? She might try if she realized he was following her, and she was— 
 
    He looked away. Brazenness had its advantages. But there was a time for caution. She’d used a shard of Creative Light. Not only had she used it once, but use it more than once—and successfully. That meant she was a sorceress of unusual skill. He would be a fool to underestimate her. 
 
    Iroldo slowed as he heard Lu Shan speaking. He prepared to assume the Dark Shadow. It took total concentration and was one of his greatest pieces of stealthic artistry. Lugging a living book while doing it wouldn’t make it easier. If the book gave him away, he would race in, challenge Crimson Lord Bahadur and use the ironbound volume as a shield when the Dragon breathed fire. The book understood it, too, for Iroldo had told it several times that was what he planned to do if the tome betrayed him. 
 
    “It’s urgent, commander,” Lu Shan was saying. 
 
    “The Master has not summoned you,” spoke a gravelly-voiced man. 
 
    “Must I abase myself before you, too?” she cried. “I am shamed and you gloat, using a servant’s prerogative to hinder.” 
 
    “My orders stand,” the guard commander said. 
 
    “There is an Elf loose in the castle,” Lu Shan said. “Don’t you think the Master would like to know about that?” 
 
    “Your information is accurate?” 
 
    “Would I be here begging admittance to lay my failure before the Master if my information were false?” 
 
    “Open the portal.” 
 
    While hidden from the gate guards, Iroldo pressed the palms of his hands together and exhaled every impurity from his lungs. He concentrated as he gathered essence. Around the corner, a great wheel clacked, and heavy chains clinked one by one. Hinges squealed, and thick oaken doors groaned as they opened. 
 
    “Proceed,” the gravelly-voiced commander told Lu Shan. 
 
    Like a sleepwalker, Iroldo stepped out of hiding, flowing around the corner, billowing through the distance to the gargantuan doors before him. 
 
    Guards in red plate-armor flanked the giant-sized doors. The guards bore loaded crossbows and flashing halberds. Lu Shan entered through the doors that stood four times her height. She entered alone into something greater than a tunnel cave. Heaps and piles of silver and gold coins lay in mounds along the sides. Resolutely, Lu Shan strode past the amassed wealth, likely knowing what everyone in the Dragon Empire knew. To even lust after a Dragon’s treasure hoard was to invite certain destruction. To caress it with one’s eyes had caused more deaths by dragonfire than actually picking up the tiniest piece of Dragon gold. 
 
    Lu Shan hurried to Crimson Lord Bahadur. As she did, the commander motioned the others. Big men in armor grunted as they turned a great wheel that spun the chains and caused the mighty doors to begin closing. 
 
    As the guards strained, as the gate commander muttered in his beard, a strange shadow moved among them. One struggling wheel-turner noticed what seemed like the heel of a boot. But when his head lifted sharply and he looked more closely—no, there was nothing there but an inconspicuous shadow. That shadow flowed toward the doors. The guard strained as he rotated the great wheel another clicking turn. 
 
    Soon, the great oaken doors boomed shut and all was as before. 
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    Iroldo squinted at the shimmering that glittered on the floor. This was the final approach to Crimson Lord Bahadur’s inner sanctum. Here lay sapphires, rubies, diamonds and emeralds. To his right and left he passed gold, silver and platinum coins, shaped round, square and triangular, and stamped with the portraits of kings, queens and emperors. Here, heaped like sand and seashells, was the stolen wealth of countless cities, trade fairs and coin houses. 
 
    Iroldo entered a vast, cavernous chamber. Far above was the round hole where stars twinkled, the entrance and exit for the Master of this gargantuan place. 
 
    Iroldo halted, grim with purpose. Heaped here were even greater riches than before. Great golden jars spilled jewels and gems. From silver vases tumbled red, green and yellow crystals that radiated brilliance. In platinum bowls were a thousand rings and necklaces, rhinestones, birthstones and adamant armlets. Myriad stands of golden, silver and diamond-studded armor vied with profuse piles of enchanted axes, swords, spears and shields. There were gold mountains and silver ransoms. Wealth, riches, opulence, treasures—a million fortunes lay in this mighty chamber. And it all belonged to the sleepy-eyed monster curled around his greatest loves as he spoke with Lu Shan. 
 
    The Dragon had half-lidded eyes like the grandfather of all bullfrogs. The tip of his spiked tail swished back and forth like a cat’s. Jets of flame writhed among his fangs and forced the sorceress to keep well away from the beast’s jaws. 
 
    Iroldo kept serenely calm and only watched the beast from the corner of his eye. He employed another of his covert arts, the Unnoticed Stance, making himself odorless, soundless and unobservable, but most importantly, un-sense-able. Allowing his grinding hatred toward Crimson Lord Bahadur to emerge would shatter the last. Iroldo thus refused to think about a raging forest fire with thousands of Elves screaming as they sizzled to death. The torturing of captives, the gulping of Elf flesh, Dragon belches with Elf meat on his breath—Iroldo squeezed those thoughts from his consciousness. 
 
    Dragons were vast, strong and next to impossible to kill. It had happened in the past, on the battlefield with ten catapults all firing at once, after a hero had lured the monster into exactly the right position. Yet Iroldo could count on his two hands the number of times Dragons had died in his long life. In the endless rounds of war, it was the rarest of events. They were even immune to direct influence from a shard of Creative Light. Lorenrod the Wise had decreed it was because the Great Dragon, the Mother of all Wyverns, Worms and those like Crimson Lord Bahadur, had been formed into existence by a blazing outpouring of Creative Light. 
 
    A magic axe fashioned from a shard of Light was another matter, however. Yet that fashioning was fraught with peril, and such weapons had their own pitfalls ready to spring upon their wielders. Elves wanted no part of those weapons. Normal magic bounced off Dragon-hides with such regularity it had become a proverb. The surest way to slay a Dragon—if one could say it that way—was with cold steel, courage and the inordinate luck of the born hero. 
 
    Iroldo considered himself the greatest Elf rogue, the bravest in errantry, and in single combat unexcelled. Yet he had no illusions about successfully killing the Dragon. 
 
    For his present feat of tand-gathering, he would rely upon his considerable wits. Those wits had already set the game into motion, and even now engaged the Dragon in an unfolding ploy. 
 
    “Oh, my lord, my lord,” Lu Shan was saying as she knelt on one knee. “I have miserably failed you. I beg you, Lord, devour me, your worthless slave.” 
 
    With his reptilian head resting on one of his murderous talons, Crimson Lord Bahadur examined his sorceress with a sleepy gaze. 
 
    “Such histrionics, Lu Shan,” the Dragon rumbled. “You disappoint me. You no more wish to die than I want to wallow in a pigsty. I have heard an outcry in the garrison. My monitors tell me your manticora went berserk.” 
 
    “That is a lie, Lord.” 
 
    “Don’t get defensive, my dear. I want you to have the shard of Light. If a few of your magical uses with it backfire, such as a manticora run amok, it is a small price for learning to wield a shard. Oh, it is a tiny shard, I know—” 
 
    “My shard is precious beyond life, Lord.” 
 
    “Yesss, all who touch a shard…well, never mind. You interrupted me. That is a grave offense.” 
 
    “I already deserve death, Lord. But as I’ve been trying to say, my manticora uncovered an assassin.” 
 
    “You know I don’t concern myself with jockeying for position among my captains. If you’re not clever enough to keep your underlings from killing you, well, I want the ones who can kill one such as you in positions of power. Competition breeds excellence. The Great Mother employs it among her sons. I employ it among my slaves. But you say your shard didn’t unhinge the manticora?” 
 
    “All my shard-derived spells have succeeded, Lord.” 
 
    “I have no desire to listen to your boasting, Lu Shan. What troubles you, eh? What is this really about, I wonder?” 
 
    “An Elf, Lord—” 
 
    Crimson Lord Bahadur raised his serpentine head. His slanted eyes opened wide to reveal slit pupils. “What about an Elf, my dear?” 
 
    “One has invaded the castle, Lord.” 
 
    “And you have caught it. Oh, which is it, Lu Shan? You’ve engaged my excitement. Yesss, there will be another eye-gouging and tongue-pulling, and—” The Dragon’s jaws snapped shut with a crocodilian click. “Why do you cast yourself prone before me? What grave error have you committed, my darling sorceress?” 
 
    “Mercy, great Lord, the Elf was very cunning—” 
 
    “Get to the point!” Crimson Lord Bahadur roared, sending blistering flames several feet above Lu Shan’s back. It caused the silk to shrivel like burned spider-threads and exposed her tanned flesh. 
 
    “He stole my shard of Light, great Lord. And he gloated as he held something invisible that he dangled before my eyes. I could not see what he—” 
 
    “Tands,” the Dragon breathed. “You speak of tands. It must be so. Where is he, Lu Shan? On your life, speak the truth.” 
 
    Lu Shan raised a tear-streaked face. “Oh, great Lord, I knew you wanted this knowledge. I have failed you. He escaped out of the castle. I have sent guards in pursuit—” 
 
    “Ahhhhh, Lu Shan,” Crimson Lord Bahadur purred. “You are a rare find, very rare. You have risked everything to bring me this priceless knowledge. The enemy sends champions into my very castle. They are desperate. Your patrols—my patrols will never find such a one. No. Only I can find such a cunning Elf on this dread night.” 
 
    The Dragon lowered his fierce head until it was inches from her face. “Stay here, my little pretty, and await my return. We shall speak about this further. Something strange occurs tonight. First, however, I will have me this Elf.” 
 
    So saying, Crimson Lord Bahadur gathered his strength and sprang into the air with a mighty clap of his leathery wings. He beat once, twice and a third time before he zoomed out of the great opening in the ceiling. He roared, and blazing flames glared with their illumination into the treasure chamber. Then the great wings beat harder yet and the monster began to hunt. 
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    “He’s gone,” the book said. “You employed a masterful stratagem. I have already transcribed the entire incident into my notes. Oh, this is so much better than droning lectures to an ungrateful sorceress.” 
 
    At the book’s speech, Lu Shan whirled around in surprise. 
 
    Or in feigned surprise, Iroldo silently amended. Either way, with the book’s voice as a locus, the sorceress’s keen sight had pierced his unnoticeability. 
 
    “I must warn you against looting,” Lu Shan said. “Every golden shekel or gem, everything here, Crimson Lord Bahadur has carefully itemized in his incredible memory. Theft of even the tiniest bit of gold dust will be as if you tore a piece of flesh from the Dragon’s skin. He will never rest until you’re devoured and have paid back a hundredfold for whatever you stole.” 
 
    “Your concern for me is touching,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “She’s only worried about herself,” the book explained. 
 
    “Silence,” Iroldo said, as he rapped his knuckles against the ironbound book. “Or the bargain is forfeited.” 
 
    Lu Shan’s penciled eyebrows rose as she began to sway toward Iroldo. “You’re proving quite a mystery to me, my lord. I had always heard that Elves feared shards of Light. That apparently doesn’t hold for you. You not only stole my shard and slew my altered manticora but have lifted my enchanted book. I’m surprised you didn’t take the Living Head as well.” 
 
    “The book insisted it come,” Iroldo said, as he pressed a firm hand against the cover, hoping the book understood the hint. “It’s worried about the shard, claiming it originated from its letterhead.” 
 
    The book piped up, “I spoke the truth about—” 
 
    Iroldo tapped the book sharply, perhaps surprising it. “Speak out of line again and I’ll start ripping out pages.” 
 
    He felt the book stir as the clasp unbuckled. Iroldo reached into his pouch and held the clasp in place. He suspected the book had to open itself to cast spells. 
 
    Lu Shan had stopped, and her vampire-like eyes carefully watched the interplay. 
 
    “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked. 
 
    Iroldo wasn’t sure how to proceed. The book wanted the shard. Lu Shan would soon ask for it and certainly wanted her book back, and he had to find the tands before the Dragon returned. 
 
    “Book,” Lu Shan said. “Where is the shard of Light?” 
 
    “Here,” Iroldo said, as he lifted the glittering piece of Creative Light between his thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “You had it the entire time?” the book asked. “I thought you stuck it back under the Living Head.” 
 
    “How did you hide its emanations from the Dragon?” Lu Shan asked. “And hide it from me?” 
 
    “I’m a master of sleight-of-hand,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “It’s not a matter of misdirection,” Lu Shan said. 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    Lu Shan asked in disbelief, “You’re saying there’s such a thing as magical misdirection?” 
 
    Iroldo grinned. 
 
    The sorceress glanced at the book at his hip, at the shard in his hand and then into his face. Her perplexed frown vanished as she smiled and smoothed her silk dress over her shapely hips. 
 
    “I see I have much to learn,” she said. “They say Elves aren’t sorcerers, but then none of them knew you, my lord.” She walked toward him. “I have completed the bargain, given the Dragon your message. I can only assume you expected him to go hunting. You heard my oath earlier, and you know I am now unable to use the shard against you. So, if you would return it—” 
 
    Iroldo’s grin widened and he raised the shard a trifle higher. 
 
    Lu Shan ran her tongue across her lower lip. “The book has held the shard for many years. I do not contest its right to the Creative Light. I’m…merely holding it for safekeeping, for experimentation. The book has exaggerated desire and will now, I fear, attempt to cast outrageous spells if it regains the shard.” 
 
    “You’re the one who woke me from my slumber,” the book said. 
 
    Iroldo cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m afraid the book is right,” Lu Shan said. “Crimson Lord Bahadur told me the book’s location, and I freed it from its underground vault, where it lay for centuries. But what does that matter, my lord?” the sorceress said, running the tip of her tongue around her lips. “You are handsome and obviously virile. I’ve never met anyone like you.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Iroldo admitted. 
 
    “You flatter me, my lord,” Lu Shan said, demurely glancing down and sliding nearer. “I find…myself overcome with desire.” 
 
    Iroldo laughed throatily. 
 
    Lu Shan smiled, opened her arms and stepped into Iroldo’s embrace. They kissed, and she pressed her warm body against his. 
 
    “You taste so good, my lord,” she purred. 
 
    “Lu Shan, Lu Shan,” he whispered. 
 
    She ran her hands behind his back, and he held the back of her head with his shard-holding hand, the better to kiss her fiercely. She murmured with her kiss-bruised lips. Sparkles appeared in her right hand, the one behind his back. The sparkles solidified into a dagger. She thrust her body harder against his and lifted her hand to strike. 
 
    Quick as a mongoose, Iroldo jerked his head back and with his fist hit her sharply on the chin. The knife clattered onto the floor as her eyes drooped and she collapsed. He caught her and gently laid her on marble tiles. 
 
    “Did you know she was trying to kill you?” the book asked. 
 
    Iroldo shrugged. 
 
    “You Elves are trickier than cats,” the book said. “Now, let’s get that shard back on my cover and be off. I doubt even you want to be here when the Dragon returns.” 
 
    Iroldo raised the shard high and snapped his fingers. In a blinding flash, the shard disappeared. 
 
    “What happened?” the book cried. “Where did it go?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Iroldo whispered. 
 
    “What, what?” the book cried. “What can’t you believe?” 
 
    “I forgot about the spinning snap.” 
 
    “Where’s my shard? I don’t sense it anywhere.” 
 
    “I’m afraid in my excitement I snapped my fingers and set the shard spinning.” Iroldo shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone where? You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “It must be part of your lore,” Iroldo said. “It’s very old knowledge.” 
 
    “You’re right!” the book howled. “You sent it spinning like the day of its shattering. You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Iroldo said. “Now we’re trapped. I’d hoped for you to use the shard and magic us out of here.” 
 
    “We’re doomed,” the book wailed. 
 
    “Shhh, let me think,” Iroldo said. “There must be something in here that can help us.” 
 
    “My shard, my shard, my precious shard,” the book whispered. 
 
    Iroldo glanced around and began searching for tands. It took until Lu Shan began to groan. He spotted one, snatched it and stuffed it in his pocket. Then, he hurried to the sorceress, binding her hands, feet and gagging her mouth. 
 
    She glared, accusing him with her eyes. 
 
    Iroldo knelt beside her. “You kiss like a dream. I wish…we could know each other better. I’m almost tempted to take you with me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she shook her head. 
 
    He chuckled, bent down and kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes, whether in rage or at the agony of being trapped, he didn’t know. 
 
    He spent another few minutes searching and found another tand. He sensed others, but they were widely scattered throughout the priceless treasures and presently well hidden. 
 
    “What are you putting in your pockets?” the book asked. 
 
    “Shhh,” Iroldo said. He had caught Lu Shan watching him. Tands were invisible to everyone but an Elf and those they permitted to see. He couldn’t waste any more time here. The Dragon could return, and he had to be long gone. The entire castle would likely search for him once Crimson Lord Bahadur untied Lu Shan. Maybe if he were lucky, the Dragon would kill the sorceress in a fit of rage. 
 
    Iroldo unwound a spider-thin rope with a Snoot grapnel on the end. He twirled it and heaved. The grapnel sailed high and bit on the edge of the circle opening in the ceiling. 
 
    “Good-bye, Lu Shan,” Iroldo said, flicking his hand in a wave. “Remember me.” 
 
    Then the Lynx Lord, with The Book of Elder Lore in his pouch and two invisible tands in his pockets, shimmied up the rope. He hoped his stallion was still waiting, for he had a long journey ahead of him to the Elf Queen’s Forest. 
 
    A very long journey indeed. 
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    A long time later in the Elf Queen’s Forest, deep in the heart among the Sylvan Trees, Iroldo the Lynx Lord followed an Elf forester. The forester was tall and old, with stooped shoulders, with a thin drooping mustache, rare among Elves. The mustache was silvery like the leaves of the Sylvan Trees. The ends of the mustache dangled past the forester’s pointed chin. The forester seldom spoke. He had communed too long with the ancient trees to desire the quick speech of Elves. 
 
    They walked in the moonlight, the silver rays bathing the giant trees in their mysterious light. The heart of the Fairy Grove was thick with roots, moss and tangled ivy vines. A large horned owl silently watched their passage, while a wily fox slipped away sideways, not liking the gleam in Iroldo’s eyes. 
 
    The Lynx Lord’s journey had proven extraordinarily dangerous, and he limped following the forester. He wore a bandage around his head and winced whenever he turned and accidentally tightened his garments against the bruises of his left torso. 
 
    The book had wanted to join him in the Fairy Grove. Instead, Iroldo had left the curious artifact in the chapel, promising it a wonderful surprise. It would have to wait for the surprise, but the hidden knowledge it would then gain… 
 
    Let one of the Elves of Natality Woods deal with The Book of Elder Lore. Iroldo wanted no more to do with it. The Elves of Natality Woods had gotten him into the mess. Let them deal with the blasted book. 
 
    Iroldo frowned. He should have exulted in his feat. He had bearded Crimson Lord Bahadur in his castle. He had tricked Lu Shan the Sorceress. 
 
    The Lynx Lord adjusted his shirt. He kept thinking about that last kiss. It had surprised him the fierceness with which he’d embraced her. Her sinuous body, her passion and her bare back that had still been warm from overhead dragonfire—how silky her skin had felt. 
 
    Iroldo cleared his throat. 
 
    The old Elf forester leaned a withered hand against the mighty trunk of a Sylvan Tree. The bark was rough and ridged, with deep recesses. Using the trunk to steady him, the old Elf turned and raised an eyebrow at Iroldo. 
 
    The Lynx Lord smiled sheepishly. He thought too much about Lu Shan, about those black eyes peering into his heart. Had she bewitched him? It was an incredible thought. He was an Elf, once the gardener of a Celestial, come down to this abode below to straighten out the mess created by an evil Celestial. A mere mortal, even a sorceress, and a shard-wielder to boot—Iroldo shook his head. 
 
    The old Elf forester scowled at him. 
 
    “Your pardon,” Iroldo mumbled. “I-I was thinking about something else.” 
 
    The old forester leaned toward Iroldo. The ancient Elf parted his lips, and in a rough voice, perhaps rusted from disuse, he admonished the Lynx Lord: 
 
    “This is serious business,” the forester whispered. “You—” he indicated the towering Sylvan Trees— “stand in the sacred woods of our immortality. This is not some frivolous lark. Your incessant throat-clearing, nervous tics and mooncalf staring reveals your buffoonery. We seek a tree, the correct tree, the perfect tree. You—” 
 
    “Peace,” Iroldo whispered. He reached into his jacket to withdraw the tand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the old forester asked in alarm. “Are you mad? Expose the…item and every tree will lust with desire to bear it. They will all badger me for the privilege of forming her body and transferring her spirit into the new husk of life. Keep your hands at your sides. Don’t stumble, mutter or spit, and try to comport yourself with dignity. These are the Sylvan Trees. Regard them. Witness their beauty.” 
 
    Iroldo bowed his head as he withdrew his empty hand. He followed the old forester. And in time, he wondered if the Elf perversely marched aimlessly in order to goad his limp. 
 
    Then, the ancient with the silvery mustache held up a long-fingered, withered hand. He stood motionless before a gnarled old Sylvan Tree. Finally, the forester nodded, produced a wooden mallet and a golden spike. He climbed over the roots, reached high and set the spike against the thick bark. With sure strokes, he hammered the spike into the tree until it was lodged halfway. Panting, grinning, the old forester stumbled away and pointed at the tree with his mallet. 
 
    Iroldo swallowed heavily, all thoughts of Lu Shan forgotten. Like a sleepwalker, he stumbled to the mighty tree. His hip flared with pain as he climbed the humped roots. Then, he reached into his jacket and removed the tand. 
 
    Here in the Fairy Grove, the tand shone with terrible light. The tand was made of gold and silver wires tightly compacted into a ball, all interwoven together. It dangled from a silver chain. As the bright light shined from the tand, the vast tree with its ridged bark groaned and twisted in movement. The hundreds of thousands of slivery leaves rustled with excitement. Then, other surrounding trees began to groan and creak. 
 
    The old Elf forester hissed, perhaps in fear, perhaps wishing Iroldo to hurry. 
 
    Breathless, awed, with his heart pounding in his chest, Iroldo lifted the tand and hung the chain from the golden spike. As he let go, as the tand slid down and bumped against the bark, the giant Sylvan Tree quit groaning and stopped twisting. The leaves grew still. It seemed in that instant, as if Iroldo could hear the tree-sap flowing through the gargantuan trunk. That too passed, and the great trees of the Fairy Grove seemed like ordinary plants again. 
 
    Iroldo backed away, his gaze fixed on the sight of the tiny tand pulsating from the protective Sylvan Tree. 
 
    A dry hand fell on his elbow. Iroldo glanced at the ancient forester. He seemed serene beyond anything the Lynx Lord had ever witnessed. The old forester smiled. Then he tugged, and together they departed, leaving the chosen tree to perform its great feat of rebirth. 
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    Tands, Sylvan Trees and the magic between them were born out of grim necessity. In the early days after the Elf migration from the World Above and down to the World Below—and after the terrible shattering of the Prismatic Bridge—the Elf Dragon War began. It did not begin with full-blown battles, but with skirmishes, ambushes and foolish duels. Yet, soon enough armies marched, clashed and perished. 
 
    The Elves ruled the woods. The Dragons commanded the skies. The wide plains, the hills, mountains, swamps, rivers, lakes and oceans, there the two sides engaged in bloody battle and grinding sieges. Mundanes quickly took sides. Dwarfs hated Dragons but didn’t understand the Elves. Therefore, the stubborn Dwarfs chiseled out mountain strongholds and stood alone like a bulwark. Trolls found it hard to decide, killing any who trespassed on their territory. 
 
    Soon, wide war gripped the world. Dragons dominated due to their bulk, ferocity, ruthlessness, ability to fly, breathe fire, and their immunity to most magic. Elves had cunning beyond this world, strong magics of their own, and skills honed from a different realm. Yet Elves died, and they did not reproduce as mortals did. 
 
    There were no Elf children. 
 
    The Celestials, their betters, had feared descending to the World Below. One of their number had stolen the Staff of Creative Light and had made the Great Dragon, inadvertently giving it massive powers. The other Celestials were unsure if the Creator would approve of more of their kind descending to Earth. Omnipotence had created the different spheres for a reason, and the Celestials feared crossing from one realm to another. Therefore, they sent their lowly gardeners, the Elves, charging them to hold evil at bay until the Creator returned and granted the Celestials His mind on the matter. 
 
    After many losses in the heating Elf Dragon War, the Elf Queen spoke with Lorenrod the Wise. They spoke alone by her enchanted pool under the linden tree. “The time will come when the last Elf dies,” she said. “It may take a hundred years. It may take a thousand. We arrived with a fixed number, and we never reproduce. In truth, we are weaker now than our first day. Once the last Elf dies, we will have failed our charge.” 
 
    “Your logic is flawless,” said Lorenrod the Wise. 
 
    “We must change this.” 
 
    “The Prismatic Bridge has shattered.” 
 
    The Elf Queen smiled sadly. She understood Lorenrod’s meaning. When an Elf died, his or her spirit undoubtedly returned to the World Above, returned home. Certainly, the Celestials saw to the spirit regaining a new body, although none down here knew that to be true. The shattered Prismatic Bridge had been the only physical link between the realm above and that below. So even if the disembodied Elves gained new forms, they could not march down to Earth to reenter the fight. 
 
    “I have a solution,” the Elf Queen said. 
 
    “This is excellent news,” Lorenrod said. 
 
    She reached into her enchanted pool and withdrew a hand-sized shard of Creative Light. 
 
    Lorenrod the Wise hastily retreated, holding his hands before his face. “Lady, that is most unwise.” 
 
    “You and I must take this shard of Creative Light and dare to mold an answer,” the Elf Queen said. “I am the monarch of all Elves and you are the wisest among us. We must risk annihilation of the soul to see that the great Elf charge succeeds.” 
 
    Lorenrod had blinked five times before nodding slowly. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I had hoped you would have an idea.” 
 
    “Surely you have the glimmer of a plan,” he said. 
 
    “We must stop Elves from dying.” 
 
    “That would take frightful uses of Creative Light,” Lorenrod said. “It could possibly change the essence of Elves. It might even cause a change as happened to the Great Dragon, which would be an awful calamity.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting that,” the Elf Queen said. 
 
    Lorenrod scratched his cheek. “Perhaps we’re thinking about this the wrong way.” 
 
    “You have a plan?” 
 
    Lorenrod waved his hand. “Let me think, let me think,” he said, beginning to stroll around the enchanted pool. After an hour, he looked up, with lines furrowed across his forehead. 
 
    “Trouble, my lord?” the Elf Queen asked. 
 
    Lorenrod shook his head, and he began to speak. 
 
    Soon thereafter, the Elf Queen and Lorenrod the Wise dared take the shard of Creative Light. They wielded it with skill and trepidation. They were not fools. They knew the risks. They enchanted with care, with painful caution. Piece by piece, never slipping with an ill thought, they molded the first Sylvan Trees. Then, they created the tands, a delicate task. There was one mishap at that point, the great Elf tragedy. 
 
    But that is a recounting for a different tale. 
 
    When the Elf Queen and Lorenrod finished with the last tand, the Queen snapped her fingers and sent the large shard spinning away, hopefully far, far away, never to be found again. 
 
    Because of their daring, the Elves hung on against the Dragons, and their numbers dipped and waned with the seasons and the dying of Elves, collecting of tands and glorious rebirth. And other beings like Dwarfs took heart at stiffening Elf steadfastness in the struggle. For with this new power, the Elves became bolder and more ferocious in battle. Thus, Dwarfs and others joined the Elf Hosts, and that improved Elf fortunes even more. 
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    Deep in the Fairy Grove, day after day and night after night, the giant Sylvan Tree held the silvery-golden tand. From the soil, its roots gathered fibers, water and many needed nutrients. Its trunk swelled with magic. 
 
    Then, a day arrived when a strange bud appeared on its lowest branch. That bud grew with alarming speed. It became larger and larger, until it appeared as an Elf-sized cocoon. It was a brilliant green color and possessed the texture of a pea-pod. 
 
    There was movement in the pod, as if elbows shifted against the skin, as if knees thrust outward and toes scratched the inner membrane. The tand’s pulses had slowed throughout this time. Now, that pulse quickened almost as if simulating a beating heart. 
 
    During his rounds, the old Elf forester had watched the progress from a distance. For the duration of this golden time, the birth tree and those around it become very defensive. Roots had a way of snaking around a person’s ankle and heavy branches might dip impossibly far and fast. There had been other more sinister “accidents” that had happened through the centuries. So now, Elf custom dictated a wide berth from the tanded tree until the decisive moment. 
 
    One night, as he examined the tree, the old Elf forester twirled an end of his mustache and nodded sharply. 
 
    Three days later, at night, a procession of Elves followed the old forester to the Sylvan Tree. Iroldo the Lynx Lord was among them. He held a wooden comb. Others held slippers, a robe, a buffing cloth, rings and a golden belt. Everyone carried a former article of Morwen of the Paragons. 
 
    The old Elf forester raised a withered hand. The company of Elves halted. They watched the chosen tree, the tand and the cocoon whose end now touched the mossy ground. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sleeping, sleeping, stirring, noises, louder sounds—a steady thrum of flowing sap, a comforting sensation and such surrounding warmth. Yes, yes, she was happy. Then…she frowned. There was an unformed yearning in her. It was a call, a siren sound so far away that she could barely hear it. Yet, that call caused her to blink and open her eyes. 
 
    Darkness surrounded her. The thrum of flowing sap dwindled in her thoughts. There was a different murmuring, like voices calling to her, beckoning and summoning. It deepened her frown and put goosebumps on her flesh. Then, she found herself pushing, prodding and pushing harder. Her fingers found a seam. She shoved, and her fingers broke though so a glare of blinding light caused tears to well in her eyes. 
 
    She shifted in her confinement and began to struggle. The struggle intensified into thrashing. Then, all at once, a terrible ripping sound made her gasp. Before her, her world parted in a long line from crown to heel, although she had no idea about such words or even concepts. She panted, leaning back into her cocoon as she peered at a strange and terrifying world of bright silver light and giant pillars. Then, something else caught her eye. It was gold and silvery and beat in tune with her heart. 
 
    A cry escaped her lips, and some smothering intensity frightened her more than ever. The golden-silver ball beckoned and called, it yearned for her touch. It sang, pleaded and almost became strident. 
 
    She struggled anew. And she tore herself from the cocoon, ripping brownish-green vines that had still been attached to her, although at this point only very lightly. She staggered and fell to her knees. 
 
    Somewhere at an impossible distance, she heard a voice. 
 
    That focused her gaze. She looked up. There in the distance, creatures watched her, they watched with avid longing and hideous desires. She turned away, sickened by the sight, her stomach rolling and painfully twisting. It caused her to look once more at the golden-silvery thing that beat so comfortably. 
 
    She struggled from her knees and fell again. So, she crawled toward the glorious light. She moved on hands and knees over roots and up rough bark, scraping her skin. Her fingers touched the glowing ball of wires. Something passed from it to her. It made her blink furiously. She pushed off the trunk, able to stand now, remembering how to balance on two legs. She reached for the shining thing, removing the silver chain from the golden nail. Clumsily, he draped the chain over her hair and let the shining thing rest against her skin. 
 
    Her mouth sagged, and she sucked down a wheezing gasp of air. At that moment, memories began to flood into her. Blazing light of above, glittering colors underfoot, a rainbow, it shattered, everyone was falling. She shot a bow. She rode a horse. She spoke with the Consort. She kissed a man. She threw a fishing line into a river. Memories began to roar into her like water from a burst dam. 
 
    Her breathing became even more ragged. She sucked more air and was about to roar. Then people surrounded her, draping a robe over her nakedness. Others whispered words of encouragement. Some put on slippers, threaded a belt around her waist. This was too much, too fast. She tried to run. 
 
    Strong hands held her. 
 
    “Come, let us go this way,” a voice murmured in her ear. 
 
    She nodded and allowed them to steer her over roots and toward a waiting carriage. Suddenly, she stopped, and she looked around. She frowned, thinking hard. 
 
    “This…this is the Fairy Grove,” she said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Yes,” many of the people told her. No, not people, but Elves. These were Elves around her. She scrunched her forehead. There had been a fire, a terrible fight with flying monsters. 
 
    Her head snapped up and she gazed at the faces around her. “I’m…I’m Morwen of the Paragons. I’m the Mistress of Natality Woods.” 
 
    “Welcome back,” an Elf said. He was Iroldo the Lynx Lord. 
 
    “Thanks,” Morwen said. “I need to…” 
 
    “You need to stand alone in the chapel,” an old Elf said, he with a drooping silver mustache. “You must give your spirit time to readjust to its new body. I will show you the way there.” 
 
    Morwen blinked several times before nodding. 
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    Morwen waited in a small chapel just outside the Fairy Grove. Candles burned everywhere, flickering from their wooden stands. Otherwise, the room was devoid of furniture. Marble tiles lined the walls. On each tile, an Elf artist had chiseled a scene: 
 
    A unicorn pranced. Deer looked up. A bear scooped honey from a fallen beehive. Pixies flew through a forest. A Mundane read poetry in a king’s court. A robin tweeted from a chestnut branch. Two beavers gnawed a pine tree. Muskrats swam through a pond. 
 
    Morwen had examined each tile in turn. She stood before a harsher wall now. A catapult launched a rock. Knights charged one another. Soldiers poured oil down a castle wall. A Troll heaved a boulder. Mail-clad Dwarfs lifted double-bladed axes. 
 
    She stared at one particular tile. She had been staring at it for many hours. Her eyelids blinked once every several minutes. Her lips pursed angrily. Lines appeared between her eyes. And her right hand, her bow-shooting hand, gripped the hilt of her belted dagger. Morwen of the Paragons, draped in a white gown, with her tand invisible again, studied the tile of a fire-breathing Dragon. The Dragon swooped and the flames licked from his sooty fangs. 
 
    Morwen remembered Natality Woods burning. She could still hear the cackles, the screams of the dying and the roaring crescendo. She could feel the terrible heat as the raging fire swept closer to the heart of the forest. The Consort had gripped the White Stone every minute of the horrible holocaust. The Consort had saved the Sylvan Trees, for a day, a miserable day. 
 
    Behind her, the chapel door opened and closed. 
 
    Morwen ignored it as she mouthed, “Crimson Lord Bahadur.” 
 
    Footsteps fell, stopping near her. 
 
    Morwen’s grip tightened around her dagger hilt. If she could plunge the dagger into the Dragon’s heart, she would gladly die again. She would gladly— 
 
    Beside her, someone cleared his throat. 
 
    It took effort, but with grim concentration, Morwen tore her focus from the tile and to the Elf in the chapel with her. 
 
    “Iroldo,” Morwen whispered. 
 
    “At your service,” Iroldo said with a bow, sweeping a feathered hat from his head. “I’m the one who found your tand and returned it here.” 
 
    “By sifting through the ashes of Natality Woods?” Morwen asked angrily. 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Morwen cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “I found it in a Dragon’s treasure hoard.” 
 
    That shocked Morwen. She touched her forehead. Against protocol, she used her other hand to steady herself against the wall. After a half-second, Morwen snatched her hand off the wall. None was supposed to touch the sacred tiles. 
 
    “How is that possible?” she asked in a thick voice. 
 
    Iroldo told of his adventure. 
 
    “You didn’t find any other tands?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “That of the Consort,” he said. “I’m afraid there wasn’t time for me to gather others.” 
 
    Morwen clasped her hands behind her back and began to pace. “Your daring was superb. Who is like the Lynx Lord? That you steal kisses from sorceresses in the den of a forest-killing, Elf-torturing Dragon, when there were more tands to gather, means you’re also the kind of Elf to attempt the impossible feat in the first place. I cannot condemn the one unless I also fault you for regaining my tand.” 
 
    “Your endorsement overwhelms me,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “And my rage grows,” Morwen said, turning toward him. In three strides, she was close enough to gather the front of his tunic in her fist, shaking it. “My desire to kill the Dragon is like the water-thirst of a man crawling through Hell. I wonder why you couldn’t have waited for Crimson Lord Bahadur to return. Perhaps you could have rigged sacks of gold to fall on him. Maybe you could have set adamant blades at the circle entrance, set to slice his neck as he swooped within his treasure room.” 
 
    “They sent me here to see if you had adjusted to your new body,” Iroldo said. “You’ve stayed within longer than normal. Some have begun to wonder if your spirit failed to attach, if all your thoughts are ethereal now or focus solely on returning to the Celestial Sphere.” 
 
    Morwen ground her teeth together and tightened her hold on Iroldo’s tunic. “If I could soak my body in Dragon-killing poison, I would gladly wriggle my way into Crimson Lord Bahadur’s gullet. Is that ethereal enough for you?” 
 
    “Perhaps you’ve become too earthy,” he said. 
 
    “I watched a sacred forest burn to the ground.” 
 
    “An unenviable experience, I’m sure,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Elves burned by the thousands,” Morwen said. “Can you understand that? Elves died screaming. Those caught in the—” 
 
    Morwen shoved him away as she made an inarticulate sound. Then, she stood hunched, panting, clenching and unclenching her hands. 
 
    Iroldo waited before he said, “Perhaps this isn’t the best time—” 
 
    Morwen whirled toward him, glaring madly. She covered her eyes, shook her head and forced herself to breathe calmly. She nodded, removed her hands and smiled at him grimly. 
 
    “I have returned,” she said. “And I feel all the rage I did the day I died. Fires engulfed me. Flames devoured everything I held dear. Linfalas…he fought with his face half burned off. The Consort had never died until that day. The acolyte of the White Chapel strapped a sword to his side and stained his purity by killing Red Legionaries. Now you tell me that tands still lie in the Dragon’s treasure hoard.” 
 
    “It is unusual, I admit.” 
 
    Morwen made a faint sound. “You’re the great rogue with the untouchable heart that beats with your vanity. I salute your daring. You have helped give me form again. I will use that, I assure you. I will hunt for a way to kill Dragons.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly so,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I will find a new way,” Morwen told him. “I will scour the lands for a method. I will devise an effective way so I may encamp at every Dragon lair and butcher its master. Most of all, Lord of Vanity, I will stalk the squatter of Natality Woods and end his miserable existence.” 
 
    “I admire anyone who selects an impossible quest. It has certain…élan. More than that, it laughs at conventional conduct and sets rarified standards. You will achieve notoriety, if nothing else.” 
 
    Morwen’s nostrils flared. 
 
    Iroldo held up a hand. “I feel partly responsible for this grand design and the dangers you’ll soon endure. After all, it was my daring that has given you your chance.” 
 
    Morwen stared at him, finally saying, “I don’t deny it.” 
 
    “Rather, you should applaud my daring on your behalf. But never mind. Since I feel a certain responsibility toward this mad quest, I would like to help ensure its success, if success can possibly be gained.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “It seems to me that you need information,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Waiting, Morwen watched him. 
 
    “You need new insights, new ways of approaching old problems, yes?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    Morwen scowled, but said shortly, “Perhaps you’re right. I must retest old theories. No. You’re saying something else altogether. I must scrap what everyone considers as certain knowledge and begin anew. In that way, I may see something everyone else has missed. Dragons must have a hidden weakness, maybe even several. There must be—” 
 
    “To help you…discover or help you see a thing from a new prospective, I would like to give you a book.” 
 
    “Eh?” Morwen asked, already absorbed with her new idea. 
 
    “To help you get up, move ten steps to the left, so to speak, and to study the problem from a new location—and thereby perhaps see something everyone else has missed—you need someone with a unique perspective.” 
 
    “Who do you have in mind?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “I already told you, a book.” 
 
    “What—oh, you mean The Book of Elder Lore, the book you stole, the one in your tale.” 
 
    “I thought you enjoyed hearing how you were rescued,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “What about this book?” 
 
    “The Book of Elder Lore,” Iroldo said, full of enthusiasm. “Think of it. A shard of Light brought it to life. And—” 
 
    “Yes,” Morwen said, as she stroked her chin with one tapering nail. “I’ll take the book.” 
 
    “And the book sees life through—” Iroldo paused. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’ll take the book.” 
 
    Iroldo was deadpan for only a moment longer. Then he grinned. “Marvelous. If you’ll come with me then, I’ll introduce you two.” 
 
    “Right now?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “Can you think of a better time?” 
 
    Morwen pursed her lips. Then, it was her turn to grin. “No. Now is perfect. Lead the way.” 
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    Iroldo bowed at the waist before The Book of Elder Lore. It lay on a silver table, with mirrors around it on three sides. 
 
    The room contained various mementos on shelves and stands, all artfully displayed to maximize each item’s importance. There was a black dagger etched with hieroglyphs, taken from a Null Assassin of Thebes. A large drinking horn made from an auroch bull had once belonged to the High Khan of the Purple Plains. It sat on cloth of gold and a red curtain surrounded it. There was a ruby needle, a sorcerer’s wand topped with a Rhune’s carapace-skull, and a glass slipper sized for a giantess and set on black velvet. Each item and more, Iroldo had liberated through a feat of Elf-errantry. 
 
    “Book,” Iroldo said. “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, Morwen of the Paragons.” 
 
    Morwen scowled as the ironbound clasp unlatched and the thick book opened. A moment later tiny fireworks exploded up from the pages, disappearing before the sparks set anything on fire. 
 
    “I’m glad to meet you, Morwen. My full name is the Book of Elder Lore. I’m a compendium of ancient wisdom, spells, antediluvian knowledge—” 
 
    “I understand,” Morwen said, interrupting. “Iroldo lifted you from Crimson Lord Bahadur, did he not?” 
 
    “Please,” the book said. “That is completely incorrect. We operated as partners, each helping the other. Did he dare to tell you otherwise?” 
 
    “Morwen,” Iroldo said, giving her a significant glance. “Let’s get this right from the beginning. The Book of Elder Lore is a treasure trove of information. When I met him in the Dragon’s lair, I realized here was just the item for your, um…needs.” 
 
    “Item?” the book said. “Did you just call me an item?” 
 
    “You are a book,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “You’re correct in saying I’m a book,” the book said, “but I’m clearly not just any book. I’m unique with priceless information. But more to the point, I’m alive. That means I’m more than a mere item but a personage, and one of note.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “More than that,” the book said. “I’m correct. Or are you too proud to admit when you’re mistaken?” 
 
    “Fine, you’re correct.” Iroldo nodded a moment later, smiling again. “Did I tell you, Morwen, when I met this exciting personage in the Dragon’s castle, I knew you’d want to, ah, meet… Book, are you a male or female?” 
 
    “What?” the book said. 
 
    “Are you male or female, or are you…a neuter?” 
 
    “Male,” the book said. “I’m definitely male.” 
 
    “How are you a—? 
 
    “Speak of me in the masculine manner,” the book said hastily. “I’m full of knowledge. I know my own mind, and I’m incredibly dangerous and brave to boot. Hence, I’m obviously a male of the species. Or do you care to dispute that?” 
 
    “I don’t.” Morwen looked up thoughtfully at Iroldo. “I’ve been reflecting on the situation as the book has spoken. Further consideration leads to me to conclude that the book and I are ill-suited—” 
 
    “Here now,” the book said, interrupting. “I’m the Book of Elder Lore. I’m not some ‘hey you,’ type of simple hardback. If we’re going to work together, I demand respect. Naturally, if you earn it, I’ll treat you respectfully as well.” 
 
    “That’s the point,” Morwen said, as she stared at Iroldo. “I don’t think the book and I are going to be able to work together.” 
 
    “Oh?” the book said. 
 
    “You…probably don’t wish to tramp out in the field with me,” Morwen said. “It’s often muddy, damp and far too dangerous for someone of your sedate nature.” 
 
    “Is that meant as a slur?” the book asked. 
 
    “Pardon?” said Morwen. 
 
    “The tramping around part,” the book said. “Obviously, I don’t have legs. Are you implying that I can’t take care of myself?” 
 
    “Well, now that you put it like that,” Morwen said. “I do consider your lack of mobility a problem.” 
 
    “You’re not willing to carry me then?” the book asked. 
 
    “It’s not my highest priority,” Morwen said dryly. 
 
    “Smugness,” the book said. “Iroldo, this Elf Lady is highly smug. She reminds me of Lu Shan in that way. She has no idea of my true worth.” 
 
    “Another reason we won’t work well together,” Morwen said in a brittle tone. 
 
    “I agree,” the book said promptly. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Iroldo said. “Morwen, I think you’re overlooking a few factors.” 
 
    “I don’t agree,” Morwen said. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” the book told Iroldo. “Any partnership with her is out of the question now. I no longer want to work with her. She has a terrible attitude. I’m not sorry for letting you know that either, Miss Morwen of the Paragons. I am a book of knowledge after all. And the knowledge I’ve just imparted to you might do you some good.” 
 
    “Book, Iroldo,” Morwen said with a nod to each, “I’m taking my leave.” She turned to go. 
 
    “Wait,” Iroldo said, as he reached out and grabbed one of Morwen’s elbows. 
 
    She whirled around, grasped a thumb and twisted hard. “Unhand me, sir.” 
 
    Iroldo jerked his hand away before Morwen yanked the thumb out of joint. “What’s wrong with you?” he said, as he massaged the digit. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the book said. “That was illuminating. I congratulate you on your dexterity, Morwen. It does seem you have anger issues, though. What has you in such a tizzy?” 
 
    “Bah,” Morwen said. She headed for the door, opening it, exiting and slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “Good riddance,” the book said. “What a grouch.” 
 
    Iroldo glared at the book, flexed his assaulted hand and hurried after the lady of Paragons. 
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    “Morwen,” Iroldo said, half running. “Would you wait a minute, please?” 
 
    Morwen’s long and determined strides had already taken her out of the manse and onto the forest pathway. Colored stones lined the dirt lane, with swaying cedars trilling with shimmering leaves. 
 
    “Morwen,” he called. 
 
    She did not stop. 
 
    Iroldo grumbled under his breath and truly ran. He knew better than to try to grab her again. He raced past, stopped and stood in Morwen’s path. 
 
    “Lady of the Paragons, I ask a favor.” 
 
    Morwen had been scowling with her head bent forward. She now halted, raised her head, looked into Iroldo’s earnest features and looked away into the forest. 
 
    “The book is rude,” Iroldo said. “I freely admit that. I should have warned you about him.” 
 
    Morwen regarded him anew. “Why do you care? Iroldo the Lynx Lord isn’t known for his compassion toward others. Instead—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why,” he said, interrupting her tirade. “I don’t care for the Book of Lore.” 
 
    Morwen’s eyebrows rose. “So, you’re trying to palm it off onto me?” 
 
    In that moment, Iroldo understood how to do this. Morwen was indeed an angry Elf, and he knew why: Dragons. She was also swift, dangerous and known for intense concentration. It was said she had a hankering for truth, and Truth. Thus, honesty would be his best policy with her. 
 
    “Would you allow me to explain?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    She gave him a curt nod. 
 
    “Over there by the bench?” he suggested. 
 
    Morwen sighed and nodded. 
 
    They went to a picnic table with benches, each sitting on one side. Old leaves lay upon the table. Nearby, a squirrel scampered up a tree with an acorn in its mouth. 
 
    “You were once the Mistress of Natality Woods,” Iroldo began. 
 
    “I still am.” 
 
    “Er…yes,” he said, surprised by her quiet vehemence. “Yes, you’re the Mistress of the—” 
 
    “I know my own title,” Morwen said. “Get on with your explanation.” 
 
    Iroldo nodded, and he pasted a fine smile onto his face. It had wooed many a maiden… He let the smile drop, putting a serious look in its place. 
 
    “You’re a powerful Paragon, a mistress of a now vanished wood and a noted soldier in the service of the Queen. You’re also driven to extremes, willing to undergo any misery to slay the Dragon that burned Natality Woods. Or am I wrong in that?” 
 
    “Make your point,” Morwen said. 
 
    “You desire to slay Crimson Lord Bahadur.” 
 
    Morwen leaned forward. “I want to destroy him, his fortress and his beloved Red Legion. I also want to restore Natality Woods to its former glory.” 
 
    “A daunting task indeed,” Iroldo said, impressed. 
 
    “A worthy goal,” Morwen said hotly. “We’re losing this war. I mean to turn it around by learning how to slay our arrogant foes.” 
 
    Iroldo nodded. “That’s my point. You’re driven, nearly unhinged with an un-Elf-like desire for vengeance—and more.” 
 
    Morwen searched his face. “Yes. I accept your terminology. I want vengeance, and I also want more.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “You don’t simply mean to destroy, but build better in its place.” 
 
    Morwen nodded slowly, straightened and looked away. “I see,” she said in a softer voice. “The sly Iroldo is going to tell me that the Book of Elder Lore can grant me my desires. That it is worth my time to apologize to the smug manuscript. If I’m so driven, why don’t I take the book and use its knowledge? To let my ego stand in the way is hypocrisy of the worst sort.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have said it like that, but the essence is there. I doubt the book can grant wishes, if that’s really what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Morwen regarded him. 
 
    “It is filled with powerful knowledge, however. I…I should also tell you that it once held a shard of Creative Light.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Iroldo nodded. “The sorceress who found the book pried off the shard of Light. The book wants its shard back, naturally—” 
 
    “You promised to find it for him?” 
 
    “I snapped my fingers in his presence and send the shard spinning. The book understood the significance of the act.” 
 
    “I…don’t understand,” Morwen said. 
 
    “The book frightens me, and I’m not easily frightened. It’s unique, filled with dreadful knowledge, and has a powerful will to live. I don’t want it in my manse. I don’t want anything to do with it.” 
 
    “So burn it.” 
 
    “It might not be that easy. Besides, I don’t have the heart to burn it.” 
 
    “You…you don’t have the heart?” 
 
    Iroldo flashed his famous smile. Many of those he’d slain in the past had seen it during their last living moment of life. 
 
    “I’m not squeamish,” Iroldo said, “but I also don’t like going back on my word. The book did its part. I want to do mine.” 
 
    “You have honor. I understand that much. Why, then, try to palm the book off onto me?” 
 
    “Because you’re driven to extremes,” Iroldo said. “You have a worthy goal and for worthy reasons. I’m unsure you have the wit, however, or even the…humility, to achieve your goal. I think you’re willing to take enormous risks to achieve your end. The book might be such a calculated and reasonable risk. But, you are both overproud and quick to take offense. Thus, you two seem suited to each other.” 
 
    “Is that an insult?” 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. “It is not intended so, but sometimes, truth is painful.” 
 
    Morwen studied her hands before asking, “You truly think the book can help me slay Crimson Lord Bahadur?” 
 
    “I think the book can help you discover the means, as it has great and hidden knowledge.” 
 
    “And your price for giving me the knowledge is to take the book off your hands—forever?” 
 
    “Yes,” Iroldo said. “I’ve also honestly told you the risks and rewards in doing so.” 
 
    “What if I decide to destroy the book once I’ve achieved my goal?” 
 
    “That’s your business and your honor,” Iroldo said. “However, you are the Lady of the Paragons. You are the essence of honor. Thus, I doubt you’ll take such a drastic course.” 
 
    Morwen blinked twice before a surprised smile stole across her face. “You like the book.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “But it isn’t,” she said. “You are squeamish if it should come to burning it. You want it to survive—as long as you don’t have to deal with it.” 
 
    After several seconds, Iroldo shrugged. 
 
    Morwen became thoughtful. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll speak to it again, with an eye toward taking it. What do you think?” 
 
    “Good,” Iroldo said. “All that I ask is that you give me a few minutes to talk with it beforehand.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Merely to lay the groundwork. I want to convince the book that it will be in his best interests to work with you.” 
 
    Morwen snorted and then laughed. “Fine. Go and speak to it, and then let’s see what happens.” 
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    Iroldo moved slowly through his trophy room with a feather duster, lightly flicking dust off various items. He hummed a tune, occasionally glancing at the book. 
 
    That didn’t seem to be having any effect, however, and Morwen would soon be here. 
 
    “Huh,” Iroldo said. “That’s odd.” 
 
    The book did not speak. 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s odd?” 
 
    “Are you talking to me?” the book asked. 
 
    “There no one else in here I can talk to.” 
 
    “That is not precise,” the book said. “You could talk to any object you desired. It simply would not be able to answer the way I can.” 
 
    “Right,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “What is so odd anyway?” 
 
    “Morwen of the Paragons,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “You mean that Elf witch?” 
 
    “She’s not a magic user. Thus, she can’t be a witch.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Witch is the polite way to say it.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “She’s arrogant, and spiteful, stupid, slow-witted—” 
 
    Iroldo began to chuckle. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” the book said defensively. 
 
    “I spoke to her after leaving here. She made an interesting remark about you. I doubt you want to hear it, though.” 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the book said. 
 
    “Right,” Iroldo said. He went back to dusting and began to whistle a jaunty tune. 
 
    “So, what did she say?” the book asked. 
 
    “Huh? You mean about you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, what did she say about me?” 
 
    “That you appeared to be extremely knowledgeable.” 
 
    “Is she a trull as well?” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “I’m a Book of Elder Lore. That naturally implies that I’m extremely knowledgeable. It’s such an obvious thing to say. I would have expected something a little more observant.” 
 
    “Well…she did wonder if you might have the answer to a great and imponderable mystery.” 
 
    “I’m sure I have her answer.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Please, your juvenile tactics aren’t going to work on me.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Iroldo resumed whistling jauntily as he took to dusting again. 
 
    The book made a show of snapping shut and reattaching its main clasp. 
 
    Iroldo only increased the tempo of his whistling, beginning to dust faster and then doing so in a timely jig. He switched hands, began a new tune— 
 
    The ironbound clasp opened and so did the book, thumping loudly as it did so. “Would you stop that infernal racket? I can’t think while you do all that.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Iroldo said. “I’m done anyway. See you in a couple of days.” He headed spryly for the door. 
 
    “Wait a minute, now,” the book said. “This is downright silly and ignorant to boot. I’m filled with vast and ancient knowledge. Given such lore, my animation endowed me with heightened intelligence. In other words, I’m in the first percentile of intelligence.” 
 
    “The highest one percent of intelligence among living things?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    “There is no other kind,” the book said. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of your vast intellect.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true. Therefore, I can’t believe that your—or Morwen’s problem—is as dire as she supposes. It’s likely that she simply lacks the intelligence or knowledge to solve her problem.” 
 
    “And you think you could?” 
 
    “I know I could.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the height of arrogance to think so?” 
 
    “If you said it, yes, it would be arrogant. Given that I’m in the top one percentile of intelligence and have such ancient wisdom at my fingertips, no, it is mere fact.” 
 
    “Huh? Wouldn’t it be a hoot if you were right?” 
 
    “Never mind about that,” the book said. “I’m getting impatient. What is this supposedly unsolvable problem?” 
 
    “Maybe we should make a bet concerning this,” Iroldo said slyly. 
 
    “An excellent idea,” the book said. “If I don’t know, I’ll remain dumb for a year.” 
 
    “Not speak for a year?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    “And if I do know,” the book said, “you will take me with you on your next three escapades.” 
 
    “I have a better idea. If you don’t know, you will tell me everything Lu Shan said to you while in her employ.” 
 
    “I wasn’t her servant—”  
 
    “While you two worked together, then.” 
 
    “Yes,” the book said. “That works for me.” 
 
    “Droll. And if you know the answer, you can go with Morwen and help her achieve her goal.” 
 
    “Why would I want to go with that stupid Elf-witch?” 
 
    “Because if she can figure out the answer,” Iroldo said, “she’s going to be traveling everywhere and meeting everyone, which is what I thought you wanted.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it does sound interesting.” 
 
    “Is it a bet then?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a bet. Now, what is the problem?” 
 
    “Are you ready for it?” 
 
    “Hurry up,” the book said. “I’m more than ready.” 
 
    Iroldo straightened, set down the duster, cleared his throat, grasped his suit with both hands and said, “Morwen wants to know how she can successfully slay a Dragon.” 
 
    “That’s the great and unknowable problem?” 
 
    “I didn’t say, ‘How a Dragon can die.’ I’m asking how an Elf like Morwen can personally slay a Dragon.” 
 
    “You mean a way she could reasonably employ?” the book asked. 
 
    “Yes. Is there a method?” 
 
    The book did not speak. 
 
    “It’s impossible, isn’t it?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “Would you shut up for a moment? I’m trying to think it through.” 
 
    Iroldo nodded. 
 
    The book began to flip pages. Then it flipped pages in the other direction. 
 
    Iroldo went back to dusting, although he watched the book. Time slipped by, and Morwen would soon be here. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” the book cried. “I have it. I know what to do. Are you ready for it?” 
 
    “Do you mind if I go get Morwen so you can tell both of us together?” 
 
    “Actually, I would prefer that.” 
 
    “Good,” Iroldo said, as he set aside the duster. “Wait here.” 
 
    “How amusing.” 
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    The three of them were in the trophy room: Iroldo, Morwen and the Book of Elder Lore. The book had been talking for some time. Iroldo had glanced at Morwen more than once. She’d listened intently. At times, her features had stiffened. But a new fire had appeared in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Morwen said. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” the book said. “Wielding the weapon could kill you. It will be unstable at the best of times. It will be a grave risk, in other words. The longer you hold the weapon, ready to discharge it, the more likely it will unravel and slay you first.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Morwen said. “But…the weapon will certainly slay Crimson Lord Bahadur?” 
 
    “A direct hit should kill him,” the book said. 
 
    “Should?” 
 
    “I am loath to admit this,” the book said. “But what I’m telling you is book knowledge. I do not mean that as a lame play on words. It means that theoretically, the weapon should kill him. But there are a myriad of factors in play during such an event. Instead of saying this is book knowledge, I could say that the percentages are highly in your favor. Still, few things like this are one hundred percent certain.” 
 
    Morwen pressed her lips together, nodding shortly. “Despite all that, the plan seems workable.” 
 
    “You don’t have a better, more sure method of killing a Dragon?” Iroldo asked the book. 
 
    “You mean easier to achieve?” the book asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Iroldo turned to Morwen. “It’s too dangerous. I beg you, don’t needlessly throw your life away.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Morwen said. “Besides, you can always rescue me if I fail.” 
 
    “What an odd thing to say,” the book said. “You’ll be dead if it doesn’t work. Could you explain what you mean by Iroldo rescuing you from death?” 
 
    Iroldo shot Morwen a significant glance. 
 
    “I…misspoke,” Morwen mumbled. 
 
    “In what way?” the book asked. 
 
    “Forget it,” Iroldo said crossly. “I’d like to hear more ways to do this. Surely, this isn’t the only possible method to slaying a Dragon.” 
 
    “No,” the book said. “You could always search for and find a shard of Creative Light. With it, you could forge a better weapon. Afterward, you could affix the shard to my cover. In case you’ve forgotten, you were the one to lose my shard.” 
 
    Iroldo mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    Morwen had bent her head in thought. She now raised it. “Forging the weapon, the thunderbolt—the way you described it—would mean my riding through the heavens during a lightning storm.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” the book said. “A man—or woman—with a kite, key and glass bottle, might be able to forge smaller thunderbolts during a storm.” 
 
    “Smaller means less effective,” Morwen said. 
 
    “True,” the book said. 
 
    “So, what I originally said stands.” 
 
    “In the way you’re thinking, yes.” 
 
    “Harnessing a roc strikes me as harder to achieve than forging the actual thunderbolt,” Morwen said. “The harnessing likely has a greater chance of killing me.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that, of course,” the book said. “The answer won’t please the Lynx Lord.” 
 
    Iroldo looked up sharply. 
 
    “Go on,” Morwen said, glancing at Iroldo. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “There is a flute in the Elf rogue’s collection,” the book said. “I took the liberty of scanning the items in the room with me. Unlike me, they’re all inanimate.” 
 
    “And quiet,” Iroldo said under his breath. 
 
    “I heard that,” the book said. “That proves my point, too. I’m not quiet because I have the ability to think and speak. In any case, the Lorelei Flute would make the task of taming a roc simplicity itself.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Iroldo said, who shook his head even as Morwen beamed at him. “The flute would only serve as long as one blew into it. The instant the player ceased piping tunes, the roc would regain its independence of thought. That would mean a grisly death for the rider.” 
 
    “The Lorelei Flute would mandate two adventurers in the weapon-forging phase of the quest,” the book said. “One would play and guide the roc; the other would collect the lightning and forge the thunderbolt.” 
 
    “Ah,” Morwen said, as she clapped her hands. “This could work. Can I borrow the flute?” 
 
    “No,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Why not? I thought you wanted me to—” 
 
    “Because the idea is suicidal,” Iroldo said in a huff. “And it would mean I’d have to accompany you on this mad quest.” 
 
    “You are called the Lord of Daring,” Morwen said. 
 
    “True enough,” Iroldo said. “But I’m not distracted by rage and therefore suicidal in my desires.” 
 
    “Well,” Morwen said, her features stiffening, “you should be enraged with the present situation. Have you ever seen a forest burn? Have you ever watched invaders destroy all that you held dear? The Dragons are winning, my dear. If we can’t find a way to slay them, we’re doomed. The World Below will then be doomed to enduring life within an eternal Dragon Empire. We were sent here to stop that, remember?” 
 
    Iroldo shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Now, that thrice-damned book you brought to Elf Home has the answer to our great problem. Let’s use the answer. Let’s dare to forge a dreadful weapon and kill the Dragon responsible for so much recent harm. Let’s restore Natality Woods. Let’s do the impossible, a feat of daring that will shock and shake the world.” 
 
    Morwen’s eyes blazed with the fury of the idea and her skin shone with a sweaty glow. 
 
    Here is true madness, Iroldo realized. 
 
    “You know I’m right,” Morwen said. 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. Maybe she was right in one fashion, but the idea was madness and daring combined into one. He loved the daring part. Yet, collecting lightning in the middle of a storm by riding among the flashing bolts— 
 
    “Book,” Iroldo said. “Do you know of any measures we could take to protect us from stray lightning bolts?” 
 
    “Indeed, I do,” the book said. “However, it would mean one of you would have to perform an audacious theft.” 
 
    “Theft of what and from whom?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    The book told him. 
 
    “Oh,” Morwen said. 
 
    “Ha!” Iroldo said. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” Morwen said. “It would be too dangerous for you to go to Jocund. The Empress has warrants out for your immediate arrest, or don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I remember well enough. You should remember that it would be the sort of danger I understand, and bearding that old goat—” Iroldo laughed with delight, his eyes shining mischievously. “Besides, if you want to slay the Dragon, we really need that belt.” 
 
    “There are moral prohibitions against such acts,” Morwen said. “I can’t rightly ask you to take a belt that doesn’t belong to you. We’re Elves. We don’t condone stealing or indulge in it ourselves.” 
 
    The book laughed. “Iroldo has stolen every item in this room. That’s what he is, a glorified thief.” 
 
    “Still,” Morwen said, while shaking her head. “I can’t approve of yet more theft. If you’ll simply lend me your Lorelei Flute—” 
 
    “That’s out of the question,” Iroldo said, interrupting. “But I’m willing to join you and bring it with me if I have the belt. Taking it should prove easy enough.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Morwen said. “And that’s the second reason I can’t agree to such a perfidious act. It would be too dangerous for you personally to go to Jocund.” 
 
    “Morwen,” Iroldo said. “Do you truly not understand how and why it is that you’re standing here?” 
 
    Morwen blushed. 
 
    “This is what I do,” Iroldo told her. “Don’t let your—” 
 
    “No more,” Morwen said, as she held up a hand. “I…I agree, although it is most reluctantly that I do so. We must turn the tide of the war and do it now. I still don’t approve of these flinching methods, but if that is the cost for gaining the flute so I can forge the needed weapon to slay the Dragon, yes. And I’ll take the book.” 
 
    “If the book agrees to that,” Iroldo said in a rush. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” the book said. “I think Morwen courageous, and I pay my debts.” 
 
    “What debt is this?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Iroldo said quickly. “We’re agreed to this insane quest. First, I’ll have to acquire the belt. That part shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    Morwen turned away, shaking her head, but saying no more on the topic. 
 
    “As the architect of all this,” the book said, “I’m in all the way as well. Oh, this is so exciting. I can hardly wait to start.” 
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    “Oh, Iroldo,” the Empress’s maiden whispered from her side of the bed. “Must you go already?” 
 
    Iroldo had slipped out of bed and groped about in the dark for his breeches. 
 
    “It’s dangerous to go now,” the maiden said hopefully. 
 
    In the darkness, Iroldo glanced back at Ellowyn the Fair, one of the loveliest of the renowned beauties serving in the Empress’s court. She was one of the ladies in waiting, and he’d surprised her earlier in a garden. 
 
    Ellowyn had threatened to summon the royal guards. He’d persuaded her otherwise, and for the past several hours, they’d enjoyed each other’s company in her luxurious quarters. Now, he really needed to be going. From what Ellowyn had let slip, it was time to leave before the Empress of Jocund found him here. 
 
    “Iroldo?” Ellowyn asked in the dark. 
 
    He buckled his belt, slipped on his boots— 
 
    “It isn’t very gallant to love and leave,” Ellowyn said. 
 
    Iroldo moved soundlessly in his cat-soft boots and touched one of her arms. 
 
    “Oh,” Ellowyn said. “I didn’t even hear you approach.” 
 
    “Keep the bed warm,” he whispered. And he touched her chin, bringing her sweet lips closer for another kiss. 
 
    “Please, Iroldo. Don’t make me beg you to stay.” 
 
    He heard a noise out in the hall, had been expecting it for some time. It was part of his greater plan. Ellowyn the Fair was a proud lady in waiting. She would never beg anyone without a larger reason, not even him. He sighed. Humans were so predictable. Perhaps he shouldn’t say this, but: 
 
    “That was a little too much,” he whispered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ellowyn asked all innocently. 
 
    He kissed her once more and knew he should give her a tap on the chin to help her sleep, but he couldn’t hit Ellowyn, at least not tonight, anyway. 
 
    “Good-bye, darling,” he said, and he headed for the door. 
 
    “Iroldo,” Ellowyn said, a bit louder than before. 
 
    He paused, hearing the latent threat in her voice. 
 
    “The Empress returned earlier. I knew she would.” 
 
    “You told me otherwise in the garden,” he said, with a hint of disapproval in his voice. 
 
    “I know. I lied to you. I shouldn’t have, but…I-I left a note in the garden. The Empress will know you’re in her palace.” 
 
    “You mean she’ll know I’m in here with you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Possibly… Oh, Iroldo, I’m sorry. I really am. But if the Empress found out I was with you and I did nothing to help capture you…I want to remain at court. You must know that. You really can’t blame me, can you?” 
 
    No, Iroldo didn’t blame her. In fact, he grinned in the darkness. Everything was working perfectly. He suspected that an army of guards and magic-users were closing in on these quarters even now. Yes. He heard another noise in the outer hallway. They were probably just about all in place, with the advance guards sneaking into their final positions. The Empress would likely want to make a production out of this and be in on the kill, so to speak. 
 
    Iroldo sighed. Ellowyn had been a delight, although he doubted she had been as fun as Lu Shan would have been. Iroldo scowled and shook his head. He needed to forget about the Crimson Lord Bahadur’s sorceress. Lu Shan was pure poison. Not that it was the wisest to have bedded Ellowyn either. 
 
    “Are you still in here?” Ellowyn called in the dark. 
 
    Iroldo employed an enchantment, something he’d learned from the Null Assassin he’d once plundered. 
 
    He then opened the door and slipped out, closing it silently behind him. Anyone looking here would see an unmoving door. The enchantment would only last a few more seconds. While it did, Iroldo moved softly and slipped into an alcove. 
 
    There, he moved a secret lever. A slot opened above. He jumped, grabbed the beginning of a wooden ladder, and shimmed up the rungs, sliding the slot closed behind with the toe of his left boot. 
 
    He climbed two levels, opened another secret way, and slipped into a different alcove. He looked both ways down a spacious corridor, seeing no one. 
 
    With a jaunty step, he moved into the corridor, one lit by the light of the moon through large windows. 
 
    Iroldo was a lean Elf and wore a forest green jacket, shirt, breeches and boots. He crossed before one of the windows and moonlight struck him fully. He had dark hair and the whitest of teeth, and a cocky smile. Some said he was the boldest of the Elf Queen’s champions, the boldest to the point of self-destruction. He was unlike the others of his ilk and never fought with bow and seldom on a battlefield with milling masses. Iroldo believed such affairs for louts. He used a knife, a long one belted at his side. 
 
    Hurrying, remembering the Dragon’s castle some time ago, he reached another window, the right one. He leaned against it, reached up and unlatched it. First taking off his boots, tucking them in his belt, he slipped out onto the stony sill two hundred feet above the ground. 
 
    He heard the tramp of soldiers in the lower corridors, and there was an aura of spells in the air. 
 
    The Empress of Jocund was really no more than a minor queen. She gave herself airs because the main city was an important seaport. The port was part of the shipping system of the Nine Cities, the ones who supplied mercenary bowmen to the Dragon Empire. But Jocund was not one of the nine, and the small realm did not export archers, swordsmen or horsemen to anyone, but wine in abundance to all with the coin to pay. 
 
    In her youth, the soon-to-be-Empress had expressed interest in Iroldo, and the Elf-errant had complied because she’d been a pretty thing back then. The Empress-to-be had fallen in love with him, but over the years, that love had turned to hate because he’d never reappeared after the summer dalliance. 
 
    The reason for his stopover in Jocund this time had everything to do with Morwen’s outrageous quest. The quest is the quest, Iroldo silently told himself. Morwen and the Book of Elder Lore waited ten leagues away in a backcountry inn. 
 
    Like a spider, Iroldo scaled the outer masonry, using strong fingers and toes and the minute purchases of worn bricks. In a trice, he reached the top. 
 
    Bugles sounded from deep and down within. Soldiers shouted and war-dogs barked savagely. A flare of bright red light appeared, probably due to a spell. 
 
    Iroldo ran barefoot upon the top battlements. He’d practiced sleight-of-hand, as it were, misdirection, because the Empress employed one of the best wizards around. The old goat didn’t use any shards of Creative Light. The wizard had learned his trade well, however, and had even managed to live into his second century. That was an unparalleled feat for a Mundane, a man. 
 
    Iroldo was sure the Empress had summoned the wizard to help her capture him. It was the reason he’d lured Ellowyn and dallied in her quarters with her for as long as he had. It had given the others time to set up for his embarrassing capture. More to the point, it had likely drawn the wizard from his well-guarded tower. 
 
    Iroldo had engaged in many of these kinds of love trysts in his first years of the Elf-Dragon War. Lately, he’d wondered if the Celestials—his masters—might scold him someday for indulging in such bouts of the flesh while down here among the mortals. 
 
    Iroldo shrugged. There was no sense worrying about it this instant. The target was in sight. He waited, and then he sprinted, leaping from the castle battlement and flying through the night air for the wizard’s tower. 
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    Iroldo scaled the tower, delighting in the challenge of the thing. He crawled upward with fingertips and toes, finding less purchase because the stones did not protrude as far as on the castle wall. Still, it was enough if he went slowly. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be long before the Empress realized that he’d flown the coup. Would the old lady realize why he’d come to Jocund? Probably not. The wizard might guess, however, and that would be bad enough. If the wizard told the Empress— 
 
    “Easy, my friend,” Iroldo told himself. “Concentrate on the moment.” 
 
    He did just that, as the bugle sounds dwindled. His fingers began to ache, and he nicked the fat part of his big toe on his left foot because of a sharp stone. 
 
    He needed to get inside. Ah. Up and to the left was a slit window. 
 
    He crawled sideways, harder to do than going straight up. He reached the narrow window and saw the iron bars. 
 
    That really was too much on the old goat’s paranoia. Had the wizard expected the world’s greatest Elf-errant to make this attempt? Whom else would the goat have to worry about? 
 
    Iroldo’s lips thinned as he examined the bars. He’d need more than a conjurer’s trick to get past them. 
 
    As he clung to the tower wall, Iroldo cocked his head. He heard the tramp of soldiery. The sound—he turned his head, peering down. There! Soldiers marched around a castle corner toward the tower. A robed personage wearing a wizard’s hat followed them. 
 
    Damn, damn and damn, it wasn’t supposed to work like this. He needed more time. 
 
    “Steady on,” he whispered. “I am Iroldo.” 
 
    A wry smile twisted his lips. Was this the time for vanity? Should he retreat instead and call it a night? The idea grated against him. 
 
    Bug-like, he crawled higher, reached past the sloping stone windowsill and grasped a bar. He pulled himself up to the sill. The narrow window would not permit his body to slide within even if the bars were gone. The conjurer’s trick would have taken care of that, however. 
 
    He craned back and looked up at the top tower battlement. That would be a long way to wall-crawl. The interior tower would swarm with soldiers by then. The Empress would have him caged. Worse, she might demand satisfaction, forcing him to bed her. 
 
    Ugh. The prospect revolted him. Above all, Iroldo believed himself a connoisseur of beauty. That meant he had a physical reaction against its opposite. 
 
    An idea struck him about how to do this. He used both hands, each clutching a different bar. With his right hand, his stronger hand, he began to try to turn the bar in its mortar. He applied surprising strength. 
 
    Ever so slowly, the bar turned, bit by bit. 
 
    Iroldo grinned as sweat appeared at his temples. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, breathing deeply several times, he twisted once more, and the bar turned more easily. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Shifting his precarious position on the small, sloping stone windowsill, he reversed the rotation, and the bar moved yet more. 
 
    This was more like it. 
 
    A half-minute’s more work, and he shoved the bar inward. He released, and he heard it clang against the floor. 
 
    Eyeing the larger opening, he realized it was still too narrow for his normal trick. Thus, he worked the next bar. It was both easier and harder. It was harder because he’d already taxed his hand strength. It was easier because he knew he could do it. Finally, though, the second bar clanged onto the floor. 
 
    He reexamined the opening, muttered some words, applied some conjurer’s focus and—he slid through the narrow opening, sliding his bare feet onto the stone floor within the tower. In a moment, he slipped on his cat-soft boots. 
 
    Afterward, he had to breathe hard for a bit. No alarm had sounded, though. No foul guardian creature accosted him. No— 
 
    Let’s go, he silently told himself. 
 
    Flexing his sore hands, rotating his shoulders, Iroldo began to move. Time was critical, he was sure. Now, where would the wizard keep the belt he sought? 
 
    The answer seemed obvious: in the workroom at the top. 
 
    Iroldo began hurrying up the winding stone stairs. From far below, he heard hobnailed boots crashing upon the steps. Soldiers were coming. The wizard or one of his better apprentices was with them. 
 
    Iroldo inhaled through his nostrils, increasing his pace. He fought best from the shadows, disinclined to the melee of many bodies with thrusting spears or hacking swords. Stories involving commanders slain from rocks dropped from above onto their necks seemed like the worst of all. Individual duels brought out keen concentration and the application of skills. Massed battle was often a matter of sheer luck. 
 
    The tramp of feet from below— 
 
    Iroldo hissed with frustration. It was possible he felt like the fox ahead of the hounds. He was the author of the chase, the reason others built walls and used guards. 
 
    Would the old goat of a wizard rely solely upon bricks, bars, guards and the inaccessibility of his workroom to protect his magic folios, scrolls and items from theft? Might the wizard use trickery and traps as well? 
 
    Iroldo slowed his ascent, using his keen Elf senses to detect—he leaped high, pulling his feet up after him. He sailed over a silken line stretched across the stairs. 
 
    A look back over his shoulder showed him a hidden crossbow with a dart smeared with a green substance. 
 
    Poison, Iroldo realized. 
 
    He continued to take the stairs three at a time, straining to detect the next trap. He heard a click, saw a rolling cloud of fine particles coming at him and held his breath, plunging through and past the fog. 
 
    His eyesight dimmed, telling him the fog must have held contact poison. He couldn’t go on in this state. Thus, he knelt on one knee, fumbled with a small pouch and produced several tabs. This one, a gritty one—he popped the overlarge tab into his mouth and chewed hard, breaking and grinding it into dust. He swallowed, thought about lemons so he salivated more, and swallowed more easily. 
 
    Then, he waited. 
 
    There were distant shouts from below. A woman yelled, and the jangle of armor and hobnailed footsteps increased. 
 
    Iroldo leapt up and started to run up the stairs. It was tiring work, and his eyesight cleared, although his throat felt clogged and—he skidded to a halt upon a landing, spying a large iron-framed door before him. The door did not look innocent in the least. Approaching it slowly—there was another click, and upon silent hinges, the great oaken, iron-framed door opened as if on its own accord, moving inward. 
 
    It was an obvious trap, but Iroldo was out of time. Thus, he drew his knife and warily approached the fortuitously opened way. 
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    The Lynx Lord expected an attack the moment he crossed the threshold. He shifted to the left and slid his knife-hand to the side, but no attack materialized. Instead, a lupine stench combined with a rotted-meat smell assaulted him. 
 
    The circular chamber was large, devoid of furniture and starlit by slit windows all the way around. 
 
    The barest of movements drew Iroldo’s attention to a heap of straw like a giant predator’s nest. Large bones were scattered around it, some with fetid, clinging pieces of meat. In the nest was a large man with a mane of blond hair. He wore tattered garments and leaned his back against the stones of the wall. 
 
    “Did you open the door?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “I did,” the man said. 
 
    He spoke easily enough, not showing any signs of retardation or other lack of normal intelligence. His face was wider than seemed right, his eyes keenly alert. He seemed well muscled, perhaps athletic. If the dimming lighting was correct, his fingernails badly needed trimming. 
 
    “Care to tell me why you opened the door for me?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    “Boredom mainly,” the man said. 
 
    “You’re the wizard’s workroom guard?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” the man said. 
 
    “Would you care to explain that?” 
 
    “He treats me like a dog. That means I’m his guard-dog, and the wizard thinks that a great joke.” 
 
    “You don’t have a collar and leash that I can detect.” 
 
    “How can you see so well in the dim lighting?” the man asked. “That isn’t natural.” 
 
    “How can you see so well in the dark?” 
 
    “How do you know that I can?” 
 
    “You’re watching my knife quite closely.” 
 
    The man smiled, and his teeth seemed a trifle too large. 
 
    “Are you a freak, a mutant?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “That depends on your point of view.” 
 
    “What’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m not a man in the way you think.” 
 
    Understanding struck Iroldo. The straw, the gnawed bones, the tattered clothes and dog duty—“You’re a Wolfen.” 
 
    “The light dawns,” the man said. 
 
    “Where is your pack?” 
 
    “I am…different.” 
 
    “The pack drove you out because of your…difference?” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Can you assume your lupine form any longer?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten how—or you’re cursed?” 
 
    The man muttered to himself, and he climbed to his feet. “The wizard cursed me, or he hasn’t cured me yet. He says he can. He says I must perform a grand duty before he’ll make the effort to heal me.” 
 
    “And that was why you opened the door,” Iroldo said. “You disarmed the traps so you would kill me, not anything else.” 
 
    “No hard feelings,” the man said. “I want to leave here. At first, I didn’t mind the free meals. Now, the captivity has begun to gnaw at my sanity. You’re the first real threat to make it this far. I decided today—tonight, I mean—is the moment for me to regain my freedom as a whole Wolfen.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “I’ll make it quick if I can,” the man said. 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. 
 
    “Are you’re going to beg me to let you live?” the man asked, sounding hopeful. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Iroldo said. “I’m afraid if you don’t step aside I’ll have to kill you. I don’t want to, you understand. As you say: there’s no hard feelings in this.” 
 
    “Sorry,” the man said, “But you can’t kill me. Perhaps you don’t understand. I’m a shape-changer, immune to the effects of iron and steel.” 
 
    “I understand just fine,” Iroldo said with a grin, rotating the blade in his hand. 
 
    The man scowled. “Are you a hero by any chance?” 
 
    “Not in the accepted meaning of the word.” 
 
    “You made it this far,” the man said thoughtfully. “That must denote something important. 
 
    “It does. I’m an Elf.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes, oh,” Iroldo said. “If you want, I’ll let you pass so you can run down the stairs and warn the others about me. I’ll lock the door behind you. You can tell them I threw you out. The warning might earn you the wizard’s healing.” 
 
    “An Elf?” the man asked, as if he hadn’t heard Iroldo, “you’re a genuine Elf?” 
 
    Iroldo nodded. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” the man said. “I know who you must be: Iroldo, the Empress’s Elf lover.” 
 
    “Please,” Iroldo said in a stung voice. “The dalliance fifty years ago is highly over-hyped. It happened when the Empress was much more…comely.” 
 
    “Does that make a difference?” 
 
    “Doesn’t it for you?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the man said. “A female is a female. What does looks have to do with it?” 
 
    “I forgot,” Iroldo said. “You have a dog’s attitude about this.” 
 
    “A wolf’s,” the man said angrily. 
 
    “Let us say beast and leave it at that.” 
 
    “You’re a smug bastard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You’re a boor, but it can’t be helped, as you’re not truly a man.” 
 
    The man growled low from the back of his throat. “Are you trying to goad me?” 
 
    “Time’s up,” Iroldo said. “You must decide this instant. If you stay, you’ll die. If you run, you can live another day, another night, anyway.” 
 
    “Now I want to kill you. I want to rip out your throat and sink my fangs into your torn chest, devouring your heart as it beats the last of your life.” 
 
    “That’s actually poetic in a harsh way,” Iroldo said, as if impressed. 
 
    The man sniffed toward Iroldo. “Your knife isn’t silver, is it?” 
 
    “No, but it is magic. It will serve.” 
 
    The man laughed silently, and as he did, he blurred. It might have seemed like a trick of the moonlight, but it was more than that. 
 
    The man seemed to grow into a larger, wilder thing, the tattered clothes ripping a little more. The thing, the Wolfen, stood taller and heavier than Iroldo. It had a furry wolf head with gleaming wild eyes and slavering snapping jaws. Muscles coiled and bunched upon its humanoid body, but the arms seemed simian in length with claws in place of fingernails. The monster could easily have slain a dozen guardsmen, and it now howled before leaping upon Iroldo. 
 
    The Elf-errant marveled at the Wolfen’s speed. And he knew a moment of worry. The monster could kill him, but that would spoil everything. He had no desire to kill the beast, a wolf changed by vile sorcery, but the monster was too powerful and fast for him to do this any other way. 
 
    With a snarl, the Wolfen closed the final distance and slashed with a clawed hand. 
 
    However, Iroldo was not there. 
 
    That enraged the lupine monster. He snarled, and he charged anew, swinging, slashing and seeking to grapple with the elusive Elf. 
 
    Iroldo was doing more than prolonging the contest. He was judging the beast, seeking to understand its rhythm. The knife could slice the hide, but the Elf Lord also wanted to avoid serious or even bloodletting injury to himself. 
 
    Then, the Wolfen’s claws of his left hand closed upon Iroldo’s right shoulder. The claws dug into flesh and the hand clamped hold, yanking the Elf to him. The other hand rose up— 
 
    Iroldo’s steely fingers grasped the furry wrist and twisted. The Elf’s right arm thrust hard, and the knife sank to the hilt against the Wolfen’s chest. The steel slid past protective ribs and punctured the mighty heart. 
 
    The Wolfen cried out in misery. 
 
    Iroldo churned forward with his feet and he threw himself with gymnastic grace. He flipped so his booted feet flew into the air and his butt pressed against the Wolfen’s left shoulder. He summersaulted past the beast’s head, yanking his knife free as he did, and landing behind the Wolfen so they were back to back. 
 
    Iroldo leapt away and spun as he did, facing the tottering, swaying creature that clutched at his ruined chest. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” the Wolfen asked. 
 
    “You were too dangerous for me to let you live,” Iroldo said. “The wizard almost had me with you. He chose well, or as well as could have been expected.” 
 
    “No,” the Wolfen said. 
 
    “Peace to you,” Iroldo said. “You fought well.” 
 
    The huge creature sank onto his knees as he continued to clutch his ruined chest. “I…” 
 
    Iroldo nodded as he held up his long knife in a salute to the valiant creature. 
 
    Blood gushed from the fangs, and the Wolfen toppled forward. He lay gasping, shivering, and then ceased living. He blurred for a last time at death. Instead of a mixture of man and beast, a great gray wolf lay dead in the chamber, having fought its last battle. 
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    Iroldo stood at the top of the wizard’s tower battlement as he worked with haste. 
 
    He had the belt, a big leather thing with encrusted gems. The belt would protect him from lightning bolts. It had been constructed as a defense against wizardly lightning spells, but would work just as well against natural lightning, or so Iroldo hoped. 
 
    Iroldo had penned the wizard a short note, pinning it to the great desk within. The note read: 
 
      
 
    I’m borrowing your belt of lightning protection for a time. I will return it once I’m done and I’ll leave you a bag of gold for your troubles. I would have liked to ask first, but it just wasn’t possible. I am sorry about the Wolfen. He fought well, and he would have done better if he hadn’t been so enraged by his prolonged captivity. 
 
      
 
    Your friend, Iroldo the Lynx Lord. 
 
      
 
    Iroldo meant to fulfill his written pledge. He had time, as the old goat was the longest-lived wizard he knew. Iroldo might wait until the Empress stepped down from power, though. 
 
    He didn’t really approve of keeping a Wolfen like that as a doglike guard animal. The beast had had problems, which the wizard had used to his advantage. Still, Iroldo did not see himself as the morality police. This was a hard world. Everyone had to make do the best they could. 
 
    The Elf shook his head. He didn’t have time for philosophical thought. He needed to complete the skay. Thus, to that end, he concentrated upon it. 
 
    It had many lashed together bamboo pieces with struts and a silk covering. The skay was big and unwieldy, and it would facilitate his escape from the tower. But only if he could finish it in time. 
 
    Already, soldiers hammered at the closed door to the Wolfen’s guard chamber. Iroldo had locked it and thrown the bar. The soldiers used their bodies, most likely hurling themselves at it. If they’d had a small battering ram, they would already be moving through the wizard’s workroom. 
 
    Iroldo stopped what he was doing, raised his head and inhaled deeply. He calmed his mind, his heart and his breathing. If he hurried this, he’d make a mistake. The thing would then likely unravel as he flew away to freedom. Even as it was, it might not work. 
 
    Nighttime was a poor time to soar and glide. Still, it was better to attempt it than allowing the humans to capture and bring him before the gloating Empress. 
 
    A crash sounded from below. 
 
    Iroldo stiffened and turned his head to the trapdoor. 
 
    Breathe, slow down and then get to work. 
 
    Iroldo did all three even as he heard cheering soldiers charging through the wizard’s workroom.  
 
    He wound catgut thread around bamboo, tightening the binding. He should test all the joints first, but it sounded like he no longer had the time. 
 
    Iroldo climbed to his feet, picked up the unwieldy skay and moved with it to the tower’s edge. 
 
    The skay was a giant triangle, with holding struts on the bottom. It was a glider, called a hang-glider in some places. Where the wizard had gotten hold of one, Iroldo had no idea. Fortunately, he recognized the materials for what they were, and had been fashioning it ever since acquiring the belt. 
 
    A soldier shouted, maybe a centurion. Wood hammered against wood. Maybe the soldiers had picked up a desk and used it as a battering ram. That was a good idea. 
 
    Iroldo climbed the crenels of the battlement, lifting the skay after him. A light breeze blew against the bamboo-silk thing. He struggled to hold the skay in place. 
 
    There was more cheering from below, the tramp of feet and then soldiers hammered at the trapdoor. 
 
    That engaged Iroldo’s heart so it began beating faster. He didn’t like to cut it as close as this. What if one of the soldiers had a bow and arrows? That could mean— 
 
    “No,” Iroldo said. “Do this.” 
 
    He manhandled the giant skay, holding onto the struts below. He aimed it so the triangle of spread silk caught the light breeze. The skay lifted. Iroldo laughed, and he leapt from the battlement, hoping this thing worked. 
 
    At the same time, the trap door crashed and splintered apart. Soldiers yelled and struggled upward. 
 
    The skay sank. Then, air caught it, lifted it, and the thing glided over the Empress’s great castle, which stood on a hill in the middle of the seaport city. 
 
    Soldiers shouted. 
 
    Iroldo could hear them clearly. He twisted back, and he saw them on the wizard’s battlements. He would have liked to wave. Instead, he faced forward and threw his weight to the right. 
 
    The heated updrafts from the city below gave him more buoyancy. The skay rose. 
 
    A javelin hissed past. Iroldo saw it sink into the city mass. 
 
    With a laugh—this was delightful—Iroldo sailed in the opposite direction as the harbor. The cool air from the water would cause the skay to sink. Thus, he did not go in that direction. He was doing it. He was fleeing the wizard’s tower with the belt in his possession. He had bearded the old goat in the Empress’s city. 
 
    Now, he needed a place to land outside the walls. Then, he would need a fast horse so he could reach the countryside where Morwen and the Book of Lore waited. With the belt in their possession, the forging of a Dragon-killing thunderbolt might just prove possible. 
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    Two and a half weeks later, Iroldo and Morwen climbed a rocky mountain in the dread Scarpine Range. They’d passed nine thousand feet, their horses and pack mules many thousands of feet below, hopefully eating contentedly in a beautiful meadow where they’d left them. 
 
    Giant pine trees filled the landscape below. An area of rocks, grasses and lichens lay between the two climbers and the pine forest. Above were even bigger boulders, tufts of grass and more colorful mosses and lichens. 
 
    The two Elves now paused. 
 
    Morwen carried the Book of Elder Lore in a carrying sling, along with a few magical implements and her bow and arrows. Iroldo had slings and canteens, lacked a bow and shaded his eyes from the sun, which had come out from between fluffy white clouds. 
 
    “Do Dragons normally fight rocs?” Iroldo asked Morwen. 
 
    “I have no idea. Why should they?” 
 
    “So, no one can use the giant birds as an aerial mount against them.” 
 
    Morwen shook her head. “It’s less the mount than a Dragon-killing weapon that counts. Magic spears and swords need a great hero to wield them. Then, usually, the hero needs an arrogant Dragon to dare to land and face him. A few of the hated beasts have died that way. I don’t think any have in the last twenty years, though.” 
 
    “You mean slain by someone on our side,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “What else could I mean?” 
 
    “A few Dragons have died due to internecine warfare in the Empire as the beasts jockey for position in the hierarchy.” 
 
    “Too bad we couldn’t prey upon that,” Morwen said. 
 
    “I did once,” Iroldo said, smiling at the memory. 
 
    “You never told me about that.” 
 
    “You never asked.” 
 
    Morwen opened her mouth to comment further when she stiffened. “Iroldo, look!” She pointed excitedly into the heavens. 
 
    He looked up, seeing a giant spread of wings as a bird soared high in the sky. 
 
    “Is that a vulture or a roc?” Morwen whispered. 
 
    Iroldo glanced at her. “Do you think the roc can hear us? Is that why you’re whispering?” 
 
    “Never mind about that,” she said. “You’re sure it’s a roc?” 
 
    “Not totally,” Iroldo said. “But I give it good odds.” 
 
    A smile spread across Morwen’s face as she nodded. “Let’s keep climbing.” 
 
    “Fine,” Iroldo said, as he rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The thinking was simple. Go where rocs nested and kept their young. Like some eagles, rocs nested in the highest mountains. Yet, those mountains needed to be near plains, as rocs were predators and scavengers. That meant eating large animals like bison and cattle, their preferred choice. Deer would do in a pinch, but as they often grazed in forests, it was harder for the giant rocs to attack them. 
 
    In truth, rocs did more scavenger cleanup than predatory assaults. That meant many adult rocs flew over a hundred miles a day. Their size and specialized needs necessarily meant there were fewer rocs than hawks or eagles in the world. 
 
    The Scarpine Mountains were a known roc haunt. It probably helped that no Dragon Empire area touched the Scarpine Mountains. Rocs and Dragons would have similar prey, the Dragons having the advantage because of their greater intelligence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The book had suggested they use bait to lure a roc near flute-hearing range. Iroldo hadn’t agreed. The book had argued its point, and Morwen was inclined to agree with it. 
 
    “Remember what you said once,” Iroldo told the book. 
 
    “I’ve said many things,” the book replied. “You have to be more specific.” 
 
    “This one thing that you said was the most profound of all your utterances.” 
 
    “Oh,” the book said. “Well. I’m all ears.” 
 
    Iroldo grinned. “You called what you knew, book knowledge. I’ve never forgotten it, as it was most profound.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” the book said stiffly. 
 
    “That I suspect rocs can tell when something is bait meat. They’ll stay far away from such obvious lures.” 
 
    “Humph,” the book said. “Do it your way then. See what I care.” 
 
    “Thanks. We will.” 
 
    “How rude,” the book said. It hadn’t spoken since then. 
 
    Now, Iroldo and Morwen moved across a high mountain plain. On the rocky peaks in the distance, bighorn sheep jumped from one outcropping of rock to another. It reminded Iroldo of his ride to Crimson Lord Bahadur’s castle. 
 
    Both Elves wore camouflage cloaks. They were not ordinary cloaks, but magical ones, which caused the Elves to blend perfectly into the surrounding terrain. 
 
    “Stop,” Morwen whispered. 
 
    Iroldo did. 
 
    “Look behind you, but do it slowly.” 
 
    Iroldo did that as well. He saw a huge shadow moving over the ground before sighting the smoothly gliding roc. It was massive, and it was beautiful in a deadly sort of way. It was a mottled white and brown, and had two great talons, curled inward at the moment. The predatory bird arrowed toward the grazing bighorn sheep. 
 
    “It’s magnificent,” Morwen breathed. 
 
    Iroldo glanced at her. In his mind’s eye, he could see the Mistress of Natality Woods astride such an aerial creature. Yes, Morwen hated the Dragons to such a degree that she might be willing to give up title to the old wood in order to become the Aerial Elf Avenger. Perhaps even better yet would be a squadron of roc riders. Might that change the war forever? 
 
    The roc screeched, and the bighorn sheep looked up, scattering a moment later. Some shot up the rocky mountainside. Others fled in different directions. 
 
    The roc flapped its monstrous wings as the talons opened and reached out. In a wonderfully executed move, the talons wrapped around a bighorn sheep in the middle of a leap from one narrow ledge to another. The animal bleated, and it was the last sound it ever made. The force of the blow must have broken its back. The crushing power of the closing talon possibly squeezed the life out of the sheep. 
 
    The roc held onto the prize with one talon and shoved off from the side cliff with the other. It flapped its huge wings, gained a little height and glided with its prize to the open area where the two Elves were crouched. 
 
    “No,” Morwen breathed with hope. 
 
    The roc alighted onto the ground, and it used its wickedly sharp beak to tear meat from the dead bighorn sheep. With a tilt of its head, the roc gobbled the bloody meat. 
 
    “Iroldo,” Morwen whispered. “This is the moment. Tame it while you can.” 
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    Iroldo didn’t like the idea of attempting to tame the savage bird as it devoured bloody, freshly slain prey. The impulses in the predator’s brain might not take to soothing, Lorelei-inspired music. 
 
    He fingered the flute, the wooden instrument long-ago whittled from a branch of the Lorelei Tree. He had not done the whittling, but he’d made a trade with Fimbinella, an Elf known for her tricky magic. The Lorelei Tree in question was in her famous and quite extensive forest-garden. 
 
    Iroldo swallowed, rose from the crouch but did not yet sweep back the hood from his camouflage cloak. He wasn’t sure how close he should be when he let the creature know he was here. 
 
    As he watched the roc tear yet another ribbon of bloody flesh from the sheep, he no longer felt as trusting of the flute’s magic. If the musical instrument failed to tame the bird, might it come after him? It was possible. His knife wouldn’t have much effect on the giant creature. A spear would have been far better. 
 
    He glanced back at Morwen. 
 
    She watched him avidly, nodding with encouragement when she noticed his glance. 
 
    He pasted a false smile onto his face and once more regarded the deadly creature. How had he ever let Morwen talk him into this? He should have given her the flute as a gift. 
 
    “Go,” Morwen urged. 
 
    The giant roc stiffened, and it raised its bloody beak sharply, glancing left, glancing right. It froze. 
 
    Rocs, like hawks and eagles, had fantastic vision. Had its wonderful eyesight pierced the cloaked disguise? 
 
    Believing so, Iroldo swept off his hood and then tugged a string. The camouflage cloak dropped from his shoulders. 
 
    The roc screamed a challenging cry, and it spread its mighty wings. 
 
    Iroldo felt unaccustomed fear sweep through him. He inhaled, brought the flute into position and blew. A discordant sound piped forth. 
 
    The roc began to flap its wings slowly. 
 
    “Steady on,” Morwen shouted, perhaps believing that she was being encouraging. 
 
    Iroldo inhaled once more, steadied his nerves and went, one, two, three in his mind as he let his head weave back and forth in rhythm. Only then did he blow into the flute as his fingers nimbly covered and uncovered the holes. 
 
    The roc screamed another challenge in reply. And it flapped its wings, hopping toward him once, twice— 
 
    Iroldo’s fingers wove faster as he increased the power of his breath. He swayed his head from side and side and began to let his body move in rhythm to the so-far inexpertly-played tunes. 
 
    The roc hopped closer yet, and there was murderous intent in those avian eyes. The bloody beak did not help the Elf’s concentration.  
 
    One, two, three; one, two, three. 
 
    The music sounded better as Iroldo played longer and louder. 
 
    The roc shrieked, and it hopped once more, into striking distance. 
 
    Iroldo looked up at it as he continued to play. He grinned around the mouthpiece, determining that he would defeat the avian monster. No matter what happened— 
 
    The roc pecked at him. 
 
    At the last second, Iroldo leapt aside. The beak plunged into the hard ground, causing dirt to fly. 
 
    From on the ground, Iroldo played even more intently. 
 
    The roc screamed with rage, righted itself and pecked faster and with greater accuracy. 
 
    This time, when Iroldo rolled aside, the razor-sharp beak caught some of his trousers, ripping cloth away. 
 
    “You damned bird!” Iroldo shouted, removing the mouthpiece. He scrambled up and shook a fist at it. 
 
    The roc shifted sideways and snapped a wing at him. The move caught the Elf by surprise. The wing connected, lifting Iroldo off the ground to fly twenty feet and go tumbling over the hard ground. 
 
    Iroldo lay dazed on the ground, blinking his sore eyes. His head throbbed and his limbs ached. An avian cry caused him to raise his head. He saw the monstrous bird hopping at him with death in its eyes. 
 
    Iroldo tried to get up, but his muscles would not obey. 
 
    Morwen sprinted into sight, dashing past him toward the roc. 
 
    Iroldo groaned. This was infuriating. 
 
    The roc struck at her. Morwen dodged and ran past it. The giant creature straightened, and it seemed to be thinking. It gave Iroldo a sharp glance before whirling around. 
 
    At that moment, fluting began. 
 
    Morwen, Iroldo realized. She’d reached the fallen flute, picked it up and was piping. Iroldo also realized his own music had driven the roc into murderous rage. 
 
    Unlike hers. 
 
    The huge bird watched Morwen. The creature did not move, but seemed frozen. 
 
    Ever so slowly, Iroldo sat up, even as his bruised muscles protested. He saw Morwen dancing a jig before the unmoving roc. It seemed entranced by her. 
 
    Morwen danced and piped, skipping, twirling and playing for the giant roc. It seemed, in that moment, as if she loved the roc, desired to be its companion and friend more than anything else in the world. 
 
    No wonder I failed, Iroldo thought. I hate the damned thing. But she loves it. Or seems to. 
 
    Morwen played wildly, and to Iroldo’s amazement, the roc spread its wings. The bird did so slowly and with deliberation. It spread its wings wider still and then took a step toward Morwen, tentatively as, if it wanted to dance with her. 
 
    The tentativeness changed almost immediately. The roc screeched, but in seeming enjoyment. It stepped one, two, one two, one, two, three and screeched with even more delight. 
 
    Morwen laughed, bobbing her head. 
 
    The roc began to do likewise. 
 
    They’re both enchanted, one with the other, Iroldo realized. 
 
    As the greatest thief among the Elves watched in disbelief, the Mistress of Natality Woods and the giant roc danced together on a grassy plateau deep in the Scarpine Mountains. It was a remarkable sight indeed. 
 
    But would it help Morwen in her vendetta against Crimson Lord Bahadur? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -7- 
 
      
 
    Morwen thrilled yet again as she clung to Azul’s neck, her name for the Lorelei Flute-tamed roc. The giant bird already responded to the name. 
 
    Morwen had played the flute seven times for Azul in the past four days, each session strengthening the enchantment upon his avian mind. 
 
    They flew over the mountains as the roc flapped its mighty wings, gaining height. It was a dizzying experience for Morwen, a thrilling ride as she clung to his neck and lay sprawled upon his feathery back. The fantastic panorama spread out before her. The only moment ever to compare was the time they’d all descended from the Celestial Sphere to the World Below, using the Prismatic Bridge. It had collapsed that day, killing the last sixth of their glorious company. 
 
    There hadn’t been any tands then, either. Thus, those Elves had perished upon reaching the World Below, falling and striking with bone-shattering force. Those Elves had never known the joys and defeats of living in the mortal realm. Most theorists among the Elves agreed the slain ones’ spirits had returned to the Celestial Sphere. 
 
    Morwen was no longer thinking about that. The mountain peaks were now small toys far below her. She thrilled at this. She laughed with delight and amazement. 
 
    Azul screeched, as if to enjoy her love of the spectacle. 
 
    Morwen had flown three times so far, this flight the grandest of them all. Clearly, though, she needed something more, a saddle perhaps. She could not forge any thunderbolts while sprawled out as she grasped the roc’s neck. She would not be able to fight Crimson Lord Bahadur while lying here, either. She needed to sit astride Azul as she used to do upon her former unicorn mount. 
 
    The unicorn had perished the day the Dragons had destroyed Natality Woods’ Sylvan Grove. 
 
    Morwen’s features clouded as she remembered the moment. She mustn’t let the wonder of flying slacken her resolve to slay the arrogant braggart Bahadur, who had caused such fearful destruction. 
 
    There was a shift as Azul no longer beat his wings, but soared majestically above everything. 
 
    In that moment, Morwen saw in her mind’s eye an avenging flock of roc riders like her. The riders would sweep the sky of Dragons. They would change the course of the war as Elves challenged Dragons in their very element. 
 
    Isn’t that what the Dragons had done to the Elves? The Dragons had used fire to devour the Elf forests one by one and expose them to the swords and spears of slave-led Mundanes. 
 
    “We must turn the tables,” Morwen mouthed to herself. 
 
    At the thought, a harsh grin spread across her face. Flying like this was the only recompense that came close to soothing the pain of losing her lovely forest home. The only thing better would be destroying one Dragon fortress after another, harrying the Dragon allies from the skies. Elf archers would be able to achieve wonders from roc-back, slaughtering legion after legion. 
 
    “Yes!” Morwen shouted. 
 
    Once more, Azul screeched. 
 
    The cry sent shivers down Morwen’s back. How powerful Azul was. How majestic his ability of to fly. Why couldn’t Dragons enjoy flying for the sheer fun of it? Why must they always attempt to conquer and destroy things on the ground? Did flying like this become old after a time? 
 
    Morwen sighed. That was the way of the World Below. It saddened her thinking that she would ever tire of flying in the heavens upon roc back. 
 
    Her arms grew tired. It was time to go down, time to talk with Iroldo and the book about the next step. 
 
    “Go back,” Morwen told Azul. 
 
    The great bird ignored the command. It soared as it stared at the distant mountain peaks below. 
 
    Fear curled Morwen’s stomach. Would the roc ignore her for good? She had the flute in a sack tied to her belt. To get to the flute would mean letting go of his neck. To play the flute up here— 
 
    I really need a saddle so I can keep my hands free. 
 
    Perhaps soaring like this clouded Azul’s mind, made him forget the Lorelei tunes that had enchanted his mind. 
 
    “Azul, my love,” Morwen shouted. “I need to go back down. Would you be so good as to fly there and land?” 
 
    The roc looked back at her. Did he bob his head as a nod of compliance? No. That was surely impossible. He was a beast, a monstrous avian. Azul surely could not have the intelligence to nod or bob his head in agreement. 
 
    Still, Azul began to glide lower and pick up speed. Morwen knew, because the wind shrieked past her. 
 
    Azul shifted his wings, and he became like an arrow hurtling toward the great mountain peaks. It was frightening. It was exhilarating. The dive made it difficult to breathe. Morwen instinctively tightened her hold, too afraid to speak. 
 
    Despite what had seemed so far away only a few moments ago, the peaks rushed toward them at uncanny speed. Would Azul dash himself upon the highest peak? Would he flip and rid himself of her? 
 
    Morwen shifted forward, dearly wanting to intertwine her fingers with her other hand. The roc’s neck was much too thick for that, though. She clutched onto pinfeathers, hoping they did not tear out of the bird’s neck and send her falling. 
 
    Yet again, Azul shifted position, and he spread his wings in a new fashion as they caught the air and acted as a brake upon their descent. 
 
    Morwen slid this way and that upon his feathery back. For a dizzying moment, she thought that she was sliding off. Through arm-strength and straining, she regained her former position on him. Then, thunder seemed to clap. It was the sound of Azul’s beating wings. He shifted yet again, gliding lower, but at a much-reduced speed. 
 
    Morwen looked around and was lost. She had no idea where Iroldo and book might be. She was used to navigating from a ship or horseback, but never from the air like this. 
 
    The huge bird glided past a peak, sledding, as it were, toward a meadow of grass and flowers. The roc shrieked, and he spread his wings as wide and far as they could go. 
 
    Morwen wasn’t certain, but she thought to hear a horse neigh wildly. 
 
    With his stretched-out wings, Azul beat once, twice, and he landed upon the hard ground with a spine-twisting crash. This time, Morwen lost her hold as she slid from his back, fell the distance and struck her side near some boulders. 
 
    Azul beat his wings, screeching at her. And there seemed to be a new look in his eyes. 
 
    Groaning, Morwen fumbled for her sling. 
 
    Azul screeched again, opening his scimitar-sharp beak. Did he desire her flesh? Was he hungry? As he shifted his stance, putting her in plain view before him— 
 
    From on her back on the ground, Morwen began to play the flute. It was a tired song, but the enchantment still worked, as Azul stopped moving, blinking his huge black eyes instead, staring at her. Quickly, his look shifted from one of anger and distrust to enchanted love. 
 
    Morwen played a little longer, finishing with a flourish and sitting up. 
 
    Azul seemed content, for the moment, anyway. 
 
    Morwen lowered the flute. She’d captured the roc, yes, but now, she needed to move to the next step in the plan and use the bird in a way that seemed wisest. 
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    Morwen and Iroldo ate a lunch of roasted rabbit and grouse with crunchy tubers dug up from the ground. Each of them sat on a stone around a small fire, which was located under a large pine tree, a border marker between the mountain pine forest and the open area that led to the peaks. 
 
    Azul preened himself nearby after having finished off a feast of deer carcass, gratis Morwen and her bow. 
 
    The Book of Elder Lore lay open upon a different rock, farther from the fire than either of the Elves. 
 
    Morwen had been explaining her need for a saddle and for some manner of bridle and reins to control Azul during flight. 
 
    “A bridle wouldn’t work,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I realize that,” Morwen said. “What could work?” 
 
    Iroldo looked to the Book of Elder Lore. “Well, Book, what of it? Do you have an answer?” 
 
    “Must I come up with everything?” the book asked. “What exactly is my compensation in all this again?” 
 
    “The trip itself, for one thing,” Iroldo said. “You’re not stuck on a shelf, but enjoying the life of an adventurer.” 
 
    “I am enjoying the trip,” the book admitted. “But I should get something more for all this.” 
 
    “You’re building up credit,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Do you think I’m simple?” the book asked. “That means nothing to me. It should be credit toward a specific thing.” 
 
    Iroldo and Morwen exchanged glances. 
 
    “What specific thing do you have in mind?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “Naturally,” the book replied, “I want a shard of Creative Light to replace my stolen piece.” 
 
    “Well…” Morwen said. 
 
    “And don’t tell me how you think a shard is too dangerous for someone like me,” the book said. 
 
    “Shards are dangerous,” Morwen said. 
 
    “So is knowledge,” the book said. “I’ve freely given of mine to you. I should get something in return, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “What else would you like besides a shard?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “A bigger shard,” the book said. 
 
    Once more, Morwen and Iroldo exchanged glances. 
 
    “Surely a shard can’t be the only thing you want,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “What would you think a book would want?” the book asked. 
 
    “New binding,” Iroldo said, “or a spiffier cover, perhaps.” 
 
    “Don’t be droll,” the book said. “I want to live. That means the power and means to do things. A shard is an ideal step toward that.” 
 
    “You’ve said that you desired more knowledge,” Morwen said. 
 
    “True,” the book said. 
 
    “This is a new experience for each of us,” Morwen said. “I’m sure you’re writing down what you’ve learned so far.” 
 
    “Precious little, as it turns out,” the book said. 
 
    “You need ink to pen more words?” Iroldo asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, no, that wasn’t my meaning at all,” the book said. “It turns out that I’ve learned little. This flute playing, enchanting of a brute beast is old hat. It has been done to death a thousand times with other beasts. The aerial aspect has some interest, but please, the rest isn’t new.” 
 
    “We’re attempting to forge a Dragon-killing weapon,” Morwen said. 
 
    “Now that is interesting,” the book said. “I want to know details, and then I’d like to know your basic strategy for dealing with your grim enemy.” 
 
    “What strategy?” asked Iroldo. “Morwen will forge the weapon, challenge Crimson Lord Bahadur and kill him.” 
 
    “And?” asked the book. 
 
    Iroldo looked to Morwen. 
 
    She stared at the book, giving it the eye. “What do you mean, ‘And?’” 
 
    “What happens next if you manage to slay Lord Bahadur?” the book asked. 
 
    Morwen shrugged. 
 
    “That’s it?” the book said, sounding disappointed. “You have a small plan of vengeance and will leave it at that?” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Morwen said. 
 
    “Must I spell it out for you?” the book asked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Iroldo said. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “What for what?” the book asked. 
 
    “What?” Iroldo said. 
 
    “What will you give me for my priceless knowledge?” 
 
    “You don’t have priceless knowledge,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Morwen turned to stare urgently at the Elf-errant. 
 
    Iroldo waved her down, shaking his head. 
 
    “I can see that quite plainly, you know?” the book said. “Really, I’m getting angry the way you two think you’re both so smart and me this innocent and silly little book.” 
 
    “Book,” Iroldo said in a soothing voice. “It isn’t that way at all. Don’t you understand? You frighten us.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” the book said. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” asked Iroldo. “You’re an animated object with elder knowledge and spells. You can see into things better than we can.” 
 
    “That part is true,” the book said. “I’m surprised to hear you admit it, though.” 
 
    “Ha!” Iroldo said. “You’re playing the victim. Don’t think it fools us. We know you have grand schemes and will unleash them upon us at the worst possible moment.” 
 
    “What?” the book said. “I’m not a spellcaster, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “No?” Iroldo asked. “You talk. You move. You think and plan. All those things are due to powerful magic. I’m surprised you haven’t been employing some of your more powerful spells written within your pages.” 
 
    Morwen stared at Iroldo wide eyed as if he were the worst sort of fool. 
 
    “That’s an interesting thought,” the book said. “But…” 
 
    “Yes?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “You must realize that I have a limited store of magical power,” the book continued. “When I had the shard, I as good as had an unlimited source of power. That is gone. Thus, I must preserve my magical power lest I become deaf and dumb to everyone around me.” 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Iroldo said. “We’ll have to find you a magical power source. That could be a shard, or a magical battery, as it were.” 
 
    “A more ordinary battery of magical power stored in a gem would be good for starters,” the book said. “You could attach that to my cover.” 
 
    Iroldo clapped his hands, nodding. 
 
    “I still prefer a shard,” the book said. 
 
    “I realize that,” Iroldo said. “But the magic battery would allow you to employ some of those ancient spells you’ve saved within your pages.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. That’s true.” 
 
    “Now…” Iroldo said. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Oh,” the book said. “You mean about Morwen’s foolish use of this prime strategical opportunity?” 
 
    “Yes, that,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I’ve done nothing foolish,” Morwen said heatedly. 
 
    “Not yet,” the book said. “But you plan to.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Morwen said. 
 
    “I’m about to give you critical information,” the book said. “I want a gem of magical power for this, a large one, a ruby preferably.” 
 
    Morwen scowled. 
 
    “I agree on her behalf,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Morwen frowned at him. 
 
    “It might be worth hearing what the book has to say,” Iroldo told her. 
 
    “All right,” Morwen said. “I agree to the gem’s demand as well—if the information proves useful.” 
 
    “More than useful,” the book said. “It could mean a major victory for your side versus a minor tactical win.” 
 
    “Well?” Morwen said. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” the book said, “you plan to forge this weapon and kill Crimson Lord Bahadur if you can.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I plan,” Morwen said. 
 
    “I thought so. It is a basic and big mistake. Look, Morwen, you’re developing a new weapons system. The strategic way to use something like that is to wait and make more roc riders and arm them with thunderbolts. You build up a roc rider flock and hit the Dragons en masse. You kill many Dragons that way, not just the one. By killing just the one, you give Dragons notice to your new weapon and thereby give them time to develop a counter. If you kill a host of Dragons at once…that could turn the tide of the war in your favor.” 
 
    Iroldo arched his eyebrows. “That’s not bad. It makes sense.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Morwen said. “We don’t know if this way works. We must find out. It would take years finding and fluting more rocs for riders, training the riders and seeing if the thunderbolt works. We have to find out now, and we do so by killing one of the chief Dragons in the Empire. We then destroy the fortress, gather all the lost…” Morwen cleared her throat. “We replant the forest after annihilating the Red Legion. We rebuild a lost forest, and then we start to capture more rocs and train Elves to ride them.” 
 
    “And you thereby throw away a strategic advantage of a war-winning weapon,” the book said. 
 
    “I don’t see it that way,” Morwen said. 
 
    “Because you desire too much to slay Crimson Lord Bahadur.” 
 
    Morwen jumped to her feet. She glared at the book, opened her mouth, thought better of it and closed her mouth. She whirled away, marching off. 
 
    “You know I’m right,” the book said to Iroldo. 
 
    “Maybe,” the Elf-errant said. “But how many belts of protection against lightning are there?” 
 
    “You just need the one,” the book said, “as long as you learn how to make stable thunderbolts, that is. The one person with the belt can forge many thunderbolts.” 
 
    Iroldo thought about that, and soon he could envision a mass flock of roc riders. It would be glorious. It would also be critical to slay Crimson Lord Bahadur and regain the lost tands hidden in his treasure room and thereby regain all those Elf warriors, putting them back into the field, after the Sylvan Trees had regrown them new bodies. 
 
    He watched Morwen stride to the watching roc. Could they really kill a Dragon? The idea of hunting Dragons in the sky—he sighed. First things first, he supposed. If Morwen returned to the Elf Queen’s Forest with news of the feat…that might begin a revolution in the way Elves practiced war against the Dragons. 
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    Nine days later, Morwen of the Paragons flew high in a stormy sky. Much had changed since the discussion under the giant pine tree. 
 
    For one thing, Morwen rode Azul astride a huge leather saddle cunningly affixed to the roc. The Elf sat upright with her feet in stirrups and a great leather belt attached to the saddle around her waist. Her gloved hands pulled upon a string. There were nine strings fixed to the roc, each attached to a different part of the bird’s head. 
 
    For the past three days, Morwen had trained Azul in the nine strings or reins, using the Lorelei Flute when the meaning wasn’t clear to the predatory avian. With the flute, Azul had learned quickly, and had retained the memories of the rings attached to the strings or reins. 
 
    Morwen wore bundled clothes, with goggles before her eyes and a scarf wrapped around her face. She flew high as hard crosscurrents buffeted Azul first in one direction and then another. 
 
    They flew into a storm of black clouds, one pregnant with lightning. 
 
    Behind the scarf, Morwen grinned with delight. She’d longed for this day. For weeks now, she’d worked with Azul, attempting to give him the resolve she felt in her heart. She’d trained him, fitted him with a saddle and reins, and now sought to create the Dragon-killing weapon as described by the Book of Elder Lore. 
 
    The destroyed Natality Woods seemed long ago and far away. In a way, it was. She’d been a different Morwen, one not driven by a dire need for vengeance. The fighting and dying had changed her outlook on the war. Linfalas’s burned face and agony had given her a new perspective. She hated the Dragons, most of all despising Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    This is the means to killing the worm. His smirks, his arrogance, I will blast them out of existence. 
 
    “Azul!” Morwen shouted. “Are you ready to attempt this?” 
 
    The roc must have felt the fire in her heart. He screeched, he shrieked, he screamed, his cry drowned out by a thunderous boom that seemed to shake through both of them. 
 
    Morwen witnessed the crack of electricity, the bolt flashing from thick dark clouds to the ground far below. 
 
    Underneath the leather belt helping to keep her in the saddle was the belt of lightning protection studded with many gems. If the lightning bolt strayed from the carefully prepared tube to blast them, the belt should keep rider and roc alive. 
 
    Will we tumble to our deaths, stunned? Morwen wondered. It was a grave risk to try this. She closed her eyes, remembering the Elves in the A-frames, the gouged-out eyes and ripped-out tongues. Morwen shivered with revulsion and resolve. She needed this weapon to slay the author of her lost woods. She might never watch Crimson Lord Bahadur die otherwise. 
 
    “I must see him die. I must kill him.” 
 
    Perhaps the wildness of the lightning storm fired her hatred for the Dragon. Perhaps the seething power possessed by the storm filled her with willpower to achieve a nearly impossible feat. In the past, the Elves had relied upon human heroes to slay the Dragons. Now: 
 
    I will do it. I will kill Dragons. 
 
    Morwen felt the ozone in the air. She felt the energy building up around her. 
 
    “Forward, King of the Sky!” she shouted. “Into the cloud,” she ordered, pulling on the three-rein. “I will protect you from the lightning. This is the moment of truth, my brother.” 
 
    The roc flapped against the howling wind, against the electrical energy pregnant around them. 
 
    Morwen unbuckled a saddle strap, drawing a thin ceramic tube from a large saddlebag. The top had a bizarre cork, one carved from a Sylvan Tree. Strange runes adorned the tube. Magic seethed within, readied for a moment like this. 
 
    “Fly, King of the Sky,” Morwen shrieked. “Fly to victory and glory.” 
 
    Azul struggled against a contrary gust, rising toward the seething dark cloud. 
 
    In that moment, Morwen sat up in the saddle. She pulled out the Sylvan Tree cork, putting it between her legs. With both hands, she raised the rune-encrusted ceramic tube and chanted fierce words of power as gleaned from the Book of Elder Lore.  
 
    Lightning formed and discharged from the cloud. It would have sped toward the ground. The play of runes and chanted magic twisted its path. The bolt of lightning flashed into the ceramic tube. It filled it with electrical power but did not shatter the container, even though the tube shook and trembled in Morwen’s hands. Could she have done this without the belt of lightning protection? It did not seem possible. 
 
    As her hands shook and trembled, she took the Sylvan Tree cork and slammed it onto the open tube. She pressed down, twisting the cork, even as the lightning bolt held by the potent magic tried to fly out. Morwen screamed with fury, using all her hate against the Dragons to power her limbs. She gritted her teeth afterward, sobbing with the effort, straining as the cork slid upward, trying to fly away. 
 
    “No!” Morwen howled, with tears of effort streaming down her cheeks and soaking her scarf. 
 
    Something clicked. 
 
    Panting, fighting to breathe, with her hair standing on end because of the electricity, Morwen yet chanted a last time. 
 
    Red flowed from her hand, some of it her own blood. It sealed the cork to the shivering ceramic tube. The mixture of blood and magic hardened with impossible speed, sealing the bolt of sky lightning inside the tube. 
 
    How long could the container hold the lightning? The book had given it a few days. Holding the tube against her, feeling it shiver, Morwen wasn’t so sure it would last that long. 
 
    Even though she was exhausted, Morwen drew on the five-rein. Azul did nothing. Morwen drew on the five-rein again. If the roc did not heed, Morwen lacked the strength to play the Lorelei Flute and force it to obey. 
 
    “Please, King of the Sky,” Morwen whispered. “Do as I have bidden. Let us work together to destroy the Dragon Empire.” 
 
    Did Azul hear her? If so, could he understand her? That seemed impossible. Yet, the roc cried out, turning and sinking in the direction the five-rein had demanded. 
 
    Morwen breathed with relief. It was time to test the book’s theory and her heroics. First, she would have to speak to Iroldo and set into motion the next part of the plan. 
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    Iroldo the Lynx Lord found himself back where he’d started this mess, riding through the Red Legion Park that surrounded Crimson Lord Bahadur’s great fortress. The trees had grown noticeably. They weren’t towering giants, but they were fifty percent larger than the last time he’d been here. That naturally meant magic, as the trees wouldn’t have grown this much on their own accord in such a short time. 
 
    The Elf-trained black stallion trotted gracefully as he wound around and past the trees with ease. Iroldo did not use any wolf or deer runs, feeling the Dragon might have set guards to watch them. 
 
    Not so long ago, Iroldo had bearded the beast in its lair, taken items and tricked the great master while stealing kisses from Lu Shan the Sorceress. The Dragon would want revenge for those things. That was a given. Had the great beast held inquests after Iroldo had escaped from the fortress? Had there been beheadings? Would the servitors of the beast be that much more vigilant this time around, or would they have faced hideous reprimands, provided they’d kept their heads? 
 
    Perhaps the most important question to Iroldo was Lu Shan’s fate. Would he attempt to steal a few more kisses from her? That would depend, but he suspected he’d try. She would likely have fallen from grace for her part last time around. If she still lived, she was likely a prisoner. 
 
    Yes, Iroldo gave it a sixty-forty probability that she was a prisoner. Would more creatures like the manticora prowl the halls of the fortress? He considered that less likely with Lu Shan a prisoner, which was good for him. The manticora might have had him that time if it had been better trained or if there had been two of them working in tandem. 
 
    As Iroldo pondered these things, he kept a sharp eye out for hidden lookouts. He didn’t see any, although a great horned owl hooted as it glided past. Later, a red fox barked as it sped out from under the horse’s adamant-shod hooves. 
 
    Unlike other equines, Iroldo’s stallion moved softly as if it were a hunting great cat, the reason for the various surprises from otherwise keen predators. 
 
    This time in the fortress, Iroldo planned to use even greater care. Frankly, he didn’t want to do this. But how else could he lure Bahadur into a Dragon-killing trap? The Book of Lore was right: this seemed like the surest way to do it. 
 
    What was the plan? Iroldo shook his head. At this point in the mission, he wouldn’t even think it. Was that superstitious? Not completely, but mostly. 
 
    He continued to ride in the darkness, the stallion like a shadow in the night. He passed many trees. The close air—a point between Iroldo’s shoulder blades suddenly itched. 
 
    “Slow down,” he whispered. 
 
    The stallion instantly obeyed, the canter changing to a trot. 
 
    Iroldo bent his head, listening with all his skill. He did that for some time, concentrating, eliminating in his mind the scurrying of mice, the scampering of rabbits, the—there! He heard the pad of feet behind. He deliberated, and he had an idea of what followed. It caused him to shiver with dread. This was not good. If the creature were wise, it would have already sounded a hidden alarm. If the creature were vain, though— 
 
    Iroldo bent forward, whispering instructions to the stallion. The horse nickered softly, indicating that he understood his orders and was ready to do them to the letter. 
 
    Iroldo waited, and in a swift moment, he removed his feet from the stirrups, brought his feet up so he crouched upon the saddle and then made a soft sound with his tongue. 
 
    The stallion increased his gait. 
 
    Iroldo leaped upward, grasped a strong branch and used gymnastic grace to twirl around, release and land lightly on the branch with his cat-soft boots. 
 
    His knife was in his right hand: his head thrust forward as his dark eyes gleamed, watching the way he’d chosen. Seconds passed— 
 
    There, a large feline trotted smoothly upon the ground, following them. It wasn’t as big as a lion, although it was near in size, and it had a hairless coat and many wrinkles, called a Sphynx, Iroldo believed, and it had a smaller head than seemed right. Even so… 
 
    Iroldo judged the moment, and jumped from the branch. The feline looked up just in time to see Iroldo’s booted heels. They struck the beast on the forehead, and the great cat and the Elf rolled onto the ground, each in a different direction. 
 
    Iroldo leapt his feet, whirling around. 
 
    The tiger-sized Sphynx cat lay unmoving upon the ground. 
 
    Iroldo wondered if he should rush forward and plunge his knife into the beast’s side. 
 
    “Sweet Tigress of the Jungle, what is this?” 
 
    Iroldo whirled around. 
 
    A second Sphynx feline, larger than the first, regarded him from the darkness. It possessed a larger head and deadly needle fangs like a vampire and red-glowing eyes. 
 
    “Are you the one Bahadur hates?” the cat asked in an odd voice. 
 
    “What are you?” Iroldo asked, shocked the thing could talk. 
 
    “Payback, I should think.” 
 
    The way the beast spoke… Iroldo had a glimmering of an idea what it was. The knowledge made him shudder. Vile magic must have altered a man, transforming him into a beast. 
 
    “Were you one of the guards the last time I was here?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “That’s a good guess, Elf. Yes. Crimson Lord Bahadur bade Lu Shun turn me into this. I don’t know how the Dragon knew, but he suspected you’d return. This is my lucky night.” 
 
    “You want release from your animal bondage?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “I know you think you’re clever,” the great cat said. “You mean to imply that by killing me, you’ll release me from this beastly existence.” 
 
    “That’s not bad,” Iroldo said. “You’re smarter than you look.” 
 
    The beast purred in an odd way, and it glided forward, padding toward Iroldo. 
 
    The Elf-errant backpedaled, moving sideways from the creature. “Did the Dragon use a seer to look into the future, do you think?” 
 
    “I can read your future, Elf boy. I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Is that what the Dragon ordered? I would think Bahadur would want you to capture me so he could interrogate me first.” 
 
    “Games won’t help you, Elf. Running will fail in the end. Your puny knife is no good against me, either. My claws will rend you to pieces before you can thrust that pig sticker far enough into me to do you any good.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I know. That’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “But you are going to die.” 
 
    “Pray tell how will you manage that?” the beast asked. 
 
    Iroldo backpedaled faster than before. 
 
    The beast snarled, and it rushed forward, picking up speed. 
 
    Iroldo whistled sharply.  
 
    From behind a different tree, a shadow moved, leaping, and adamant-shod hooves flashed. 
 
    The tiger-sized Sphynx cat tried to stop its rush. But it was too late. Hooves kicked against the thing’s larger-than-normal brain case, and the horse—Iroldo’s stallion—landed less than gracefully. But he did land without tumbling. 
 
    The great cat sprawled upon the dark ground, unmoving and with blood oozing from its ears. 
 
    Iroldo wasn’t in a savage mood, but he knew what he needed to do. Thus, with a large rock pried from the cold ground, he approached the larger of the two unconscious beasts and dashed the rock upon its head. There was a crack, and the man transformed into a great cat died. Feeling sickened by the ill use of magic, Iroldo took care of the second beast as well, dispatching it. 
 
    Once done, he stared at the dead creatures. This was one reason the Elves fought against the Dragon Empire, as the Great Dragon’s sons used sorceresses and sorcerers in evil ways. Such shape changing— 
 
    Iroldo sighed and beckoned the watching stallion. 
 
    The cat-killing horse trotted near. Iroldo grabbed the saddle horn and flung himself into the saddle. 
 
    “Thanks,” Iroldo said, as he patted the smooth neck. “That was well done.” 
 
    The stallion nickered, bobbing his head up and down. 
 
    Iroldo clicked his tongue, urging the stallion to gallop like the wind. The Dragon had put out sentinels, realizing the Elf would return. That was bad news, but—Iroldo’s eyes narrowed. The game had begun. He’d won the first round. Yes. He would need all his stealth and guile if he were going to succeed against Crimson Lord Bahadur in the Dragon’s fortress. 
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    Gaining entrance to the mighty fortress proved easier this time than last. The reason was the arrival of a caravan of wagons bringing hay to feed the Red Legion mounts kept within the inner stables. 
 
    It was interesting to Iroldo that the surrounding moat no longer had any water. That naturally meant there was no sea-monster swimming in the moat. 
 
    Even so, such a fortress could easily stop a host. Keeping out the slipperiest of Elf-errants was altogether a different matter. It might prove harder to escape from the place, but sneaking in was simply a matter of finding the right moment to slither into a mass of hay, wait as the wagon made its journey and slip out as pitchforked-armed slaves threw the latest wagonload into the hay stalls. 
 
    From within the wagon’s haystack, Iroldo watched two burly workers turn and toss their pitchfork load into a huge pile. Slipping out, leaning against a post, Iroldo adjusted one of his boots. 
 
    One of the workers saw him but apparently thought nothing of it. The worker thrust his pitchfork into the wagon hay, lifted, turned, walked to the stall pile— 
 
    Iroldo took that moment to step into a nearby stall with a Red Legion gelding in it. The horse eyed him, perhaps contemplating a neigh and a nudge. Iroldo held out a palm. The gelding cocked its head, moved nearer and used its lips to pick the sugar cube from the Elf’s palm. 
 
    The Elf-errant then walked into the gelding’s outer corral with a shovel in hand. He’d taken it from the wagon. He scooped up horse manure, walked out of the corral gate and passed a guard taking a piss while his halberd leaned against a barn wall. 
 
    The guard must have noticed something amiss. He turned—the shovel blade, no longer possessing a load, conked him hard on the forehead. He collapsed. 
 
    Iroldo caught and lowered the man to a sitting position, took the iron cap and halberd, and walked away with the weapon in hand and helmet on his head. Iroldo moved through a larger yard where others milled. The Elf moved behind a building, put the iron cap and halberd into shadow and leapt up, catching the building’s eaves. With a pull and a grunt, Iroldo levered himself onto the roof. 
 
    The trick to all this was simply acting naturally and placidly and walking with a nonchalant ease. Timing helped as well. Iroldo had exceptional peripheral vision, allowing him to see what was going on around him without rubbernecking everywhere. 
 
    From the roof, Iroldo glided to a large tree, climbed it to a higher roof and soon found himself in a fortress hall. 
 
    Déjà vu, he thought to himself. He did not tell himself this had been too easy. Hubris was no good for these kinds of missions. He was good, but he took pains. Now, however, the right type of guard could easily expose him. 
 
    Iroldo moved into a small alcove and leaned out of sight to anyone in the hall. He had a personal question to answer. His original idea, seconded by the Book of Elder Lore, was to steal an item or gold coin from the Dragon’s treasure hoard. Crimson Lord Bahadur would soon realize the theft, sense the direction of the thief and come out raring to flay the offender and regain the lost treasure. That would likely mean the Dragon would soar into the skies while on the hunt. That would be the moment for Morwen and Azul to make their challenge. 
 
    Iroldo fingered his chin. He liked the idea, he really did, and everything was set to accomplish it. But being back in Bahadur’s castle had started him reminiscing in earnest about lovely Lu Shan. What had happened to her? She’d been Bahadur’s prized magic-user, but she’d not only failed him but had lied to her sponsor and master. The Dragon must understand all that. 
 
    Iroldo frowned. He needed more information. He wanted— 
 
    Footsteps thudded upon the hall’s carpet and armor jangled. It would seem that a guard was making his rounds, and at just the wrong moment, too. 
 
    Iroldo sighed, nodded and waited as he made his plan. 
 
    The guard approached, moved closer yet and then passed the alcove. 
 
    Iroldo stepped out of hiding, hurried behind the guard and slid a strong Elf arm around the man’s throat. Iroldo tightened his hold and put the tip of his knife under the man’s chin. 
 
    “Hello, friend,” Iroldo whispered. 
 
    The man gulped in fear—Iroldo felt the man’s Adam’s apple move up and down against his arm. Once done, the man began to tremble. 
 
    “This isn’t your lucky day, eh?” 
 
    “Look—” the guard said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Iroldo whispered into the guard’s right ear. And he tickled the chin with the razor-sharp knife-tip. 
 
    The guard nodded the best he could under the circumstances. 
 
    “This is a test,” Iroldo said, “and you’ve failed miserably.” 
 
    “Test?” 
 
    “Do you want to end up like Lu Shan?” 
 
    “N-No.” 
 
    “Our Master desires you to do your job with zeal and perfection.” 
 
    “I-I do, sir. What kind of test—?” 
 
    By tightening his arm, Iroldo began strangling the guard. “Are you done trying to explain away your failure?” 
 
    Once more, the guard nodded the best he could. 
 
    “I think a stint with Lu Shan is what you need to give you a better perspective.” 
 
    “Please don’t send me to the Pit, sir,” the guard wheezed. “I’ll—” 
 
    Iroldo released his arm lock, plucked the helmet off the guard’s head and used his knife-hilt, striking the unfortunate man a staggering blow. 
 
    The guard slumped unconscious. 
 
    Once more, Iroldo dragged a guard, moving him into the alcove. The guard would come to soon enough, and would probably report what had happened. The question was one of time. 
 
    Did Iroldo have it? And if he did, should he dare what he was thinking? It would be foolish, maybe extremely so. Iroldo strode down the corridor, thinking deeply, contemplating options. The guard would talk; that was a given. A clever captain might come to the correct conclusion. Would that captain then report to Crimson Lord Bahadur? 
 
    Reluctantly, Iroldo realized the captain would do so. As much as it would be a delight to free Lu Shan, using her to lure the Dragon, the Elf-errant realized it was most likely beyond even his skills to pull off such a kidnapping at this time. Unfortunately for Lu Shan, his talking about her would likely make her life even harder to bear. 
 
    “Love and war,” Iroldo muttered. “All is fair.” 
 
    He shook his head. It was a cruel world. Lu Shan should never have taken up sorcery, and he never should have kissed an evil sorceress. Both led to bad ends. 
 
    “Ah, well,” Iroldo said. There was always tomorrow, if he lived. Thus, the Elf-errant began to trot down the hall, literally putting the finishing touches to his plan while on the run. 
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    Alarm bells rang. Soldiers shouted and tramped down corridors. No doubt, sorcerers had started casting spells to catch a slippery Elf-errant. 
 
    Iroldo had already used a gem of far-speak to alert Morwen so she had time to get into position. He would use a direct and iffy approach, and it would count upon Azul’s incredible roc eyesight to work. He’d talked with Morwen beforehand, telling her he had three options as he saw it. 
 
    This was the first one, and he’d seen enough reasons to attempt it. One of the chief reasons was that the corridors and areas near the dungeon that held Bahadur’s great treasure room swarmed with armed guards, sorcerers and fantastic creatures with keen senses. In other words, slipping into the treasure room the way he had before was out of the question. 
 
    Since he’d scotched the third option—rescuing Lu Shan—he had defaulted to the first. 
 
    Iroldo presently slithered across the roof of the mighty dungeon, heading for the giant hole that allowed Bahadur exit and entrance to his treasure room. This was the most brazen way to get into the room. It was also the fastest. In this case, a fast raid seemed wiser than lingering around a place where they would have thought of better ways to catch an Elf than the first time he’d been here. 
 
    Iroldo had found that robbed individuals usually spent an inordinate amount of time theft-proofing the raided locale. This was how I should have protected myself, the robbed one would say after much thought. 
 
    Sometimes, careful sneaking was the best way to achieve a burglary. Sometimes, sprinting in, grabbing the goods and running like hell made the most sense. 
 
    “We shall see,” Iroldo muttered to himself. 
 
    He neared the great opening, moving on all fours. Every one of his senses strained in order to divine if the Dragon was home or not. Iroldo did not smell, hear or feel Bahadur, which might not mean a thing. As he reached the opening, Iroldo realized that he really didn’t want to do this. 
 
    Then, he began to sense tands in profusion down there. 
 
    Did that fortify his heart to make the attempt? 
 
    Iroldo wasn’t sure. He rolled onto his back, removed a Dwarf-made spyglass and extended the tubes. He looked up to the heavens. 
 
    A tightening of his lips and a sharp nod said it all. Azul soared high up there. Even with the spyglass, though, it was impossible to tell if Morwen rode the roc or not. Iroldo doubted Morwen would have let the great bird fly freely this near the fortress. Besides, according to the far-speak gem, she’d gotten his message. 
 
    “Here we go,” Iroldo muttered to himself. 
 
    He put away the spyglass, unwound the spider-thin rope wound around his waist and set the grapnel to the edge of the opening. He did not toss the spider thread down, but held it in a coil. 
 
    Swallowing, he thrust his booted feet over the edge and began to lower himself into the great treasure room. If Bahadur was in there— 
 
    Iroldo froze as he hung four feet from the opening. He held onto the incredibly strong spider-thread while looking down at massive heaps of treasures. There was gold, silver and rubies, chalices, candlesticks, heaps upon heaps upon heaps of treasure. 
 
    The Elf-errant averted his gaze from any particular item. Nor did he look at the vast shape curled in sleep down there. How was it that Bahadur hadn’t stirred? Bells and alarms rang everywhere. Hadn’t anyone thought to ask the Dragon what to do? 
 
    Iroldo immediately reversed course. He slithered up the rope, grabbed the edge of the opening and hoisted himself back onto the roof. 
 
    This was bad. The roc must have seen him enter the opening. When he came back out like this, the roc would surely let Morwen know. She might even now be pulling the control string to send the roc plunging down here to pick him up. 
 
    Iroldo had little time. Fortunately, he had a Snoot pilfering tag. The Elf-errant snorted to himself. He did not like the idea of using Snoot pilfering tactics to do this, as it seemed beneath an Elf thief’s dignity. 
 
    Get on with it, Iroldo told himself. 
 
    He attached the tag to the end of the spider-thin thread. Then, he leaned over the opening, giving himself a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darker interior. He noted Bahadur’s curled position and tossed the thin thread. It sailed silently into the great treasure room, weighted by the tag. The sticky piece of Snoot thievery descended quieter than a falling leaf. At times, it practically floated. 
 
    Then, the sticky tag alighted onto a gold coin from the time of Empress Tress Nath Akers the Third. It had been an era of plenty, when the coinage was of double-weight, this golden one called a two-denarius piece. 
 
    The curled Crimson Lord Bahadur shifted in his sleep, the tip of his mighty tail lashing the slightest bit. 
 
    Iroldo nodded to himself and he began to reel fast. The spider-thread rose as the two-denarius gold piece swung on the end, sticking to the Snoot tag. 
 
    Below, the Dragon yet slept, but he growled in his sleep, smoke rising from an exposed nostril. 
 
    Iroldo blinked sweat out of his eyes. Once he touched the coin, a piece of the Dragon’s treasure hoard, Bahadur might awaken in fury. That meant Iroldo needed to be ready. He did not dare look up to see if Azul was diving to pick him up. He concentrated on hauling the thread and coin to him. The coin glittered in the shaft of sunlight— 
 
    Crimson Lord Bahadur opened his reptilian eyes. He hadn’t raised his head yet, but he must sense something seriously amiss. 
 
    Now is the moment, Iroldo thought. And he yanked the thread. 
 
    The two-denarius gold coin jerked, sailing upward through the opening and into Iroldo’s waiting hand. In a second, his fingers closed around the coin. 
 
    “You’re mine,” Iroldo whispered to the coin. 
 
    From below in the treasure room, Crimson Lord Bahadur roared with Dragon rage. 
 
    Iroldo left the spider thread and pocketed the coin. 
 
    A second bellow sounded. “Thief!” Bahadur thundered. “I smell you, thief. You’ve stolen from me. Now, you’re going to be my supper.” 
 
    Iroldo was standing, and he craned his head up. Azul dove for the dungeon fortress, the wings swept back in peregrine falcon fashion. 
 
    Pivoting from the great opening, Iroldo began to run across the roof. 
 
    “Thief!” Bahadur roared from below. “You treacherous and dirty thief, I hate you. I abhor you, and I will eat you whole.” A clap of leathery wings sounded from within the treasure room. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Iroldo whispered, as he glanced back over his shoulder. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    A second leathery clap sounded from below, and Iroldo began to pump his legs in earnest. 
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    Morwen of the Paragons hunched low in the roc saddle as Azul dove toward the giant dungeon of Crimson Lord Bahadur’s fortress. Arrogantly, the walls and parapets stood where the Sylvan Trees used to hold sway. That was sacrilege of the worst sort, an affront to the dignity of Elves. 
 
    Morwen’s lips were a rictus of a snarl. Wind whipped past her as her eyes glared through the lenses of her flying goggles. Her gloved hands rested lightly on the roc reins. She saw Iroldo sprinting across the roof of the dungeon. He looked back at them, and in his left hand he lofted what glittered like— 
 
    “A coin, a gold coin,” Morwen muttered. 
 
    The snarl widened into an angry laugh. That coin surely belonged to the Dragon’s treasure hoard. Such a thing enraged the greedy reptilian creatures. It should be sending Bahadur into reckless rage. 
 
    “Fly, King of the Sky,” she shouted to Azul. 
 
    Iroldo had already reached the edge of the dungeon. What did he plan to do next? 
 
    At that moment, the Dragon’s head emerged from the circular opening of the roof of the dungeon. A second later, the huge snaky body followed. 
 
    Azul braked with a great buffet of his wings. 
 
    Morwen strained to see, but she couldn’t tell how the Dragon felt about the giant roc zooming over the fortress. 
 
    Azul raced for Iroldo like a bolt from a crossbow. The Elf-errant gathered himself as if for a long jump, and he leaped high into the air, sailing out over the edge. 
 
    Morwen closed her eyes for a second. Iroldo was a madman, a reckless rogue with delusions of indestructability. Morwen opened her eyes and threw out a line with a loop. They were Elves. They were the greatest of Those Below at these kinds of daring actions. But this was taking it to the next level. Who did Iroldo think he was? 
 
    Azul screeched his war cry, flashing over the jumping Iroldo. The Elf-errant held his hands up, twisted his head back—the loop sped to his hands. It touched his fingers. The fingers closed around the loop. Did they have the strength to hold on? It would seem so, as the force of the moving loop yanked Iroldo into position behind Azul. 
 
    Hand over hand, Iroldo climbed up to Azul. It was perhaps his greatest piece of errantry in his long lifetime. In a moment, Iroldo reached and clasped Morwen’s left boot, hauling himself yet higher up her leg. He was like a leech, using her leg as he levered himself into the saddle-seat behind hers. 
 
    “Fly, fly, King of the Sky!” Morwen shouted, as she hauled on the one-strap. 
 
    Azul screeched victoriously, flapping madly as he force-fought his way higher and higher yet. 
 
    Finally, Morwen had the presence of mind to look back. The sight daunted and pleased her.  
 
    Crimson Lord Bahadur stretched out his reptilian neck as his massive bat-like wings flapped and strained, with the tail rigid behind him. The Dragon sought to catch them. The rage in his eyes glowed with vengeance and hatred. He opened his mouth, and he breathed a jet of Dragon fire. 
 
    Morwen drew on the two-strap. 
 
    Azul veered hard right, and he screeched as Dragon fire flickered at his tail feathers. 
 
    Behind her on the saddle, Iroldo had tied the line to his waist. He drew a heavy Dwarf crossbow from a saddle-pack, cranking the steel cord with a windlass. In seconds, the cord clicked into place. Iroldo dropped a heavy bolt into the groove and twisted around. 
 
    Azul climbed to gain height to maneuver. The huge roc flapped powerfully and smoothly, pulling away from the Dragon. 
 
    Morwen worried for a moment. Might Bahadur realize this was a trap? Surely, he wouldn’t think a mere coin was worth all this. Still, who knew how a son of the Great Dragon perceived such things? 
 
    Bahadur roared, and it was a challenging sound. 
 
    Morwen shivered with anticipation. Could this work? Would all their planning and readying for this moment— 
 
    The great roc looked back, and he cried out. 
 
    Morwen also looked back. The Dragon had built up speed, and the monster was gaining on them. Morwen looked around. Were they high enough yet? 
 
    Iroldo laughed starkly, the sound blown away by the wind. 
 
    The Dragon neared, with his giant bat-like wings a-blur. 
 
    There was a cur-chunk sound. The steel cord of the crossbow propelled the stubby iron dart. It flew true and drilled hard into armored flesh beneath one Dragon eye, although it did not penetrate very far. Dragon hide was among the toughest in the World Below. 
 
    The shot goaded the giant beast, however. 
 
    Iroldo began to crank the steel bow-cord back into place. 
 
    At the same time, Morwen used the roc reins, turning Azul tightly. As the roc did this, the Elf mistress removed the leather glove from her right hand. She put on a silver glove of special substance, enchanted for one specific task. From a saddle-pack, she removed a ceramic tube that shivered with electrified power. 
 
    The Dragon tried to turn. It was not as nimble, more of a brute force flyer than the roc. The two, however, circled as tightly as they could, each flapping to gain speed. 
 
    “Crimson Lord Bahadur,” Morwen shouted. 
 
    Not even keen Dragon hearing could have heard that. Yet the beast glared at them, and tried to bring his gaping snout into alignment, no doubt so he could breathe fire at them. 
 
    Once more, Iroldo aimed and fired the crossbow. The bolt sped true, but flame from the Dragon crisped it into nothing. 
 
    Now, Morwen tore the Sylvan Tree cork from the enchanted ceramic tube. She reached in with the magical glove and plucked from within a crackling and intensely bright bar of thunderbolt. She had seconds to wield this or it would dissipate into sheet lightning. 
 
    “Remember our woods!” Morwen shouted, standing up in the saddle. With a heave of her right shoulder and arm, she hurled the thunderbolt. It launched with lightning speed, cracking in passing with booms. As the distance was miniscule, the thunderbolt sped where aimed, and it smashed against the Dragon’s side, sizzling with electrical power, ripping a hole into the beast and devouring flesh, bone and organs in a flash of power. 
 
    Crimson Lord Bahadur screamed in mortal agony. His wings lost their rhythm. His form crumpled, no longer stretched out. The life leaked from him as he plummeted from the sky. 
 
    Azul screamed his victory cry. 
 
    Morwen stared in amazement. The tormenter of her brethren plummeted faster, the great beast turning end over end. Could this really be happening? 
 
    With a crash and a tremendous thud, the Dragon slammed into the earth, bounced and struck again, crushing trees, one trunk piercing his side and protruding, covered in deep crimson blood. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Morwen shouted. “Could we have killed Bahadur?” 
 
    “You!” Iroldo shouted from behind. “You killed him, Morwen. You are the Dragonslayer and the Roc Rider of the Elves.” 
 
    They both eyed the unmoving monster down below. Crimson Lord Bahadur was dead, a slain Dragon, defeated in the sky by a new form of Elf champion. 
 
    “You did it,” Iroldo said, clapping her on the back. 
 
    Morwen smiled stupidly, dazed by this. Then, the feat astounded her. She’d slain the Dragon. She’d killed the beast that had defiled her precious woods. 
 
    “We did it,” she croaked in astonishment. 
 
    “Yes,” Iroldo said. “Now, we must capitalize on it.” 
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    News of the feat spread fast in all directions. For one thing, Red Legion riders rode hell-for-leather to the nearest Dragon outposts. Messenger pigeons lofted and communication spells sped from one sorcerer to another. 
 
    At the same time, Morwen flew to the Elf Queen’s Forest, telling the Queen before a packed court. 
 
    “This is wonderful news,” the Elf Queen said from upon her throne. “But why didn’t Iroldo return with you?” 
 
    Morwen explained the Elf-errant’s thinking and doings. 
 
    The Queen contemplated the information. “His task is dangerous in the extreme.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Morwen. “But if it works…” 
 
    “If it works,” the Queen said, “it would be a strategic event of unusual proportions.” 
 
    “That is why Iroldo suggested we attempt it.” 
 
    “Do you have any more of your thunderbolts?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Morwen said. 
 
    “When would another be ready?” 
 
    “Soon enough, I warrant.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Queen said. “If things continue as they are in the war, we lose. What you are suggesting…it is a grave risk. But Iroldo is correct. It’s a risk we should and must take. I will send out the summons. It is up to you to see to the rest.” 
 
    “Yes, O Queen,” Morwen said. “Therefore, I must be off.” 
 
    “We will be there in three weeks.” 
 
    “Three weeks,” Morwen said. “If my part of the plan will work, it will be by done by then or not at all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morwen flew back to the Red Dragon Park region, secretly meeting at night with Iroldo. The Elf-errant had kept a keen vigil on the enemy fortress. According to him, no other Dragons had arrived, although a cavalry troop from Ninnghiz the Blue had rode into the fortress to bolster the Red Legion, which was now without a master. 
 
    The commanders of the Red Legion knew that their days as a distinct military formation were ending. One Dragon or another would lure or commandeer the legionaries, drafting them into their military organizations. It was the way of the Dragon Empire. 
 
    “By the number of messengers arriving the past few days,” Iroldo said, “I deem a Dragon will arrive to investigate the fortress within three days.” 
 
    “One—or more than one Dragon, do you think?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “Book?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    The Book of Elder Lore took its time answering. “One,” he said at last. “One will try to capitalize on the disaster. Yes. I’m sure it will be one attempting to move in before anyone else can.” 
 
    “I’m off then,” Morwen said. “You know why.” 
 
    “Luck to you,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Morwen grinned fiercely. “After Natality Woods burned, I didn’t know life could be this good. I feel great anticipation.” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it.” 
 
    “No,” Morwen said. “I’m off, and I hope to be back in a day.” 
 
    “In a day,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Morwen waved, then she drew on the one strap, and Azul leapt into the air, flapping his giant wings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A vainglorious young Dragon without a province or castle arrived eleven hours later. In his lust for quick gain, he must have thought to take over the fortress for his own, and keep the Red Legion. Or perhaps he yearned for some part of the treasures and hoped to grab as much as he could before others arrived to claim Bahadur’s treasure room. 
 
    The young Dragon came an hour after dawn. Many officers and soldiers standing watch on the parapets saw him in the distance. Then, they saw a huge eagle drop from out of a cloud, as if the giant bird had been waiting for a Dragon to arrive.  
 
    The young Dragon roared a challenge. The officers and soldiers all agreed upon that later. 
 
    The giant eagle—a roc, said some—dove at the Dragon. A rider, there must have been a rider, hurled a thunderbolt. It flashed in a nearly clear sky. It boomed thunderously, and it tore a new hole in the young Dragon. He sank like a stone, lifeless, with a gaping smoking wound in his side. 
 
    With the recent death of Bahadur, this was spectacularly awful and unprecedented. Two Dragons slain in the same place, with less than a week between their deaths—this sent shockwaves throughout the Dragon Empire. This seemed like a precedent to more Dragons dying, and that frightened the other great reptilian beasts, who had known nothing but physical immunity forever—except for the rare hero now and again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first desertions from the Red Legion and other soldiers stationed there began that night. It was a trickle, to be sure, but it had started. What made it worse was that rumors had started that no Dragon would dare to fly here now. If a Dragon did dare, he would surely die. And everyone knew how precious a Dragon held his life. 
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    The Elf Queen had said three weeks. The silent Elf host that had slipped out of the Elf Queen’s Forest moved through the dividing countryside by twos and threes. 
 
    It was a daring risk. If the Dragons attempted to invade the enchanted woods in the next few weeks, they would find few defenders there. 
 
    So far, no Dragon or legion had made the attempt. In truth, no enemy scouts had appeared. The shock from the double aerial deaths of Dragons in a fortnight’s time had badly frightened the formerly arrogant beasts. They needed to become accustomed to the possibility of dying before they could screw up their courage anew. 
 
    During that time, the Elves moved like shadows, living off the lands and creating rumors in places of strange and unwarranted happenings. No one guessed an entire army of Elf warriors had passed. Such a thought would have been frankly inconceivable. 
 
    Now, three weeks since the Queen’s pronouncement, a veritable host hid in Red Legion Park. 
 
    Iroldo the Lynx Lord spoke to the Elf captains, relating all he knew about the fortress and secret ways in. The captains returned to their green-clad warriors, issuing commands. 
 
    Later that night, the captains held a council of war. Once more, Iroldo spoke to them. He urged an immediate attack. 
 
    “The Red Legion has lost numbers,” the Elf-errant told the assembled captains. “The Mundanes become more frightened by the day. But some of the centurions are pulling the others together. I suggest this very night we attack.” 
 
    “You’ll join in the assault,” asked a commander of a thousand. 
 
    Iroldo cocked his head. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “A new day has indeed dawned,” the commander said to the others. “Alert your companies. The attack begins…” He turned to Iroldo. 
 
    “I suggest we attack at the changing of the third watch,” Iroldo said. Perhaps he noticed the confused looks. “Two hours after midnight,” he amended. 
 
    “So be it,” the commander said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morwen did not join the assault. Iroldo did not really, either. He slipped past the guards an hour after midnight, moving like a shadow through the fortress, working his way to the Pit. 
 
    There were two reasons he’d agreed to join the assault. One, he wished to free Lu Shan and whisk her away. Two, there was a small matter of collecting some treasures and tands, a minor recompense for his efforts in the Queen’s name these last few months. He might have named a third reason: collecting the bounty to give to the Book of Elder Lore. Iroldo like to pay his debts, and he owed one to the book. 
 
    In any case, when two hours past midnight struck, the Elves hidden in the woods rushed forward. The entire night seemed alive with movement, for those with the eyes to see. These were Elves, however, wearing camouflage cloaks. No sentries sounded the alarm, because they did not see anything amiss in the waterless moat. Even the hounds kept silent so far. 
 
    An army of Elves surged out of the dry moat and reached the bottom of the fortress walls. Thousands swung grapnels and hurled them upward. There were thousands of clinks throughout the night. No sentry stirred, unless one could count those slumping dead with arrows in their chests. Thousands of stealthy Elves clambered up the walls like spiders, catching the Red Legion and Blue Ninnghiz cavalrymen by surprise. 
 
    Upon the battlements, thousands of Elves drew their slender swords, rushing into the fortress to deal death and retribution. 
 
    The surprise was total, and the casualties grossly lopsided. That didn’t mean that no Elves paid the grim and final price. Here and there, a Red Legionary stabbed an Elf in the back, another bit an Elf’s hand or stuck him with a knife. A war hound shook an Elf by the throat, killing him. But those incidences were rare this night. Mostly, the shadowy Elf warriors slaughtered the enemy Mundanes, killing the demoralized humans and the few magical creatures standing with them. 
 
    The extinction of the Red Legion sorcerers proved total, but for one exception. 
 
    Iroldo brought Lu Shan out of the Pit, using a rope to haul her from the stinking morass. 
 
    “You,” Lu Shan said, as she reached for his hand. 
 
    She did not look like before. She’d spent too many weeks in the mire. Her tunic, matted hair and face, legs and arms were all encrusted with filth.  
 
    Iroldo drew Lu Shan the rest of the way so she stood on the landing with him. He wasn’t sure what he felt. Under the grime, she was still physically beautiful. Her heart, though—he didn’t think it was black, but it certainly must be dark. 
 
    A single torch flickered. 
 
    “Where are the guards?” she asked. 
 
    “Dead or captured,” he said. 
 
    “Crimson Lord Bahadur?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. “Another had that honor. But I played my part.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” she asked. 
 
    “The Elves have captured the fortress.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “It’s really true?” she asked. 
 
    His silence was the answer. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “What happens to me?” 
 
    “What do you wish?” 
 
    She searched his face. “What if I said I wanted to leave here, to go my own way?” 
 
    “You could.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Iroldo’s features didn’t change. That was the question, wasn’t it? Why had he done this? Could he call it love? Because he’d enjoyed her kisses before when she’d tried to murder him? That struck him as preposterous. And if not that, then reckless and foolish. Could she have cast a spell on him before? 
 
    “You’re not saying anything,” Lu Shan whispered. 
 
    “I…feel responsible for what happened to you.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re an Elf?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m repaying a favor,” he said. “You can leave. You can clean up first, though. Perhaps you’ll consider what I’ve done—and what you’ve done. Perhaps you’ll think about the end of a sorceress who chooses to serve evil, and about the fickleness of Dragons.” 
 
    “I play for the highest stakes,” she said. “I cannot change no matter how much you might wish it.” 
 
    “One can play without serving the darkness.” 
 
    “Did my kisses fire you to such a degree?” Lu Shan asked. 
 
    A wry smile twisted his lips. “I repay my debts, one way or another. You helped me last time. This time, I’m helping you, giving you a second chance. You can do with it as you please.” 
 
    “I will,” she said. 
 
    His nostrils flared just a little. Then, he turned to go. 
 
    Lu Shan put a hand on his elbow. 
 
    He faced her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I won’t forget this.” 
 
    He gave her a genuine smile. He wouldn’t take advantage of this moment. He would let her go, and in two years, maybe three, he would seek her out again, and they would speak. He would remember— 
 
    He doffed his single-feathered hat and bowed before her like a courtier. Then, he straightened and indicated the way they should go. He would escort her to a bath, give her garments, coinage for a journey and a mount if she wished it. The others owed him this much. 
 
    The Elves had won this round thanks to Morwen of the Paragons. Would they restore the woods and plant new Sylvan Trees? Time would tell as the war between the Elves and Dragons continued in earnest. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    BOOK TWO 
 
      
 
    The Shrine of Navarth 
 
      
 
    In which Iroldo and Tara of the Bow have dealings with the Frostling of the Uttermost North, the Jade Dragon, and learn more about the Great Enemy.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    From The Chronicles of Walfarg Bard: 
 
      
 
    Whenever those with limited power attempted creation using a shard from the broken Staff of Creative Light, they risked blowback, annihilation, or unforeseen and ill side effects. That held true for the lowest sorcerer or the greatest Elf trying to achieve the highest end. Such beings simply weren’t meant to wield that which required Omnipotence and Omniscience to use correctly. 
 
    Lorenrod the Wise must have surely understood that fact when he and the Elf Queen fashioned the Sylvan Trees and tands. 
 
    What ill happenings proceeded, you ask, from such a glorious use of Creative Light? 
 
    The answer comes in a single word: Dryads. 
 
    You see, sometimes a Sylvan Tree with a tand nailed to its trunk grew two pods instead of one. The bodies in the pods were alike in many ways and much different in others. The more adult of the two became the former Elf as the spirit moved from the tand to the new flesh. The other was a Dryad: a thin, ungainly and immature waif of what should have been an Elf. 
 
    There were two schools of thought within Elfland about what to do with these wretched creatures. The first said they were soulless husks, weeds, if you will. The best thing to do with a weed was to yank it out, toss it aside and forget that it had ever existed. In other words, they suggested that culling or killing the Dryads was the proper thing to do, as the so-called Dryads weren’t really alive to begin with. 
 
    The second school said that the Dryads were unwanted beings who had no place in any Elf forest, particularly in the midst of the Elf Dragon War, but out of respect for life they should be let go, rather than killed. 
 
    Since the two sides couldn’t agree on what to do, the Elf Queen decided to take the lesser of the possible moral risks. Every twenty years or so, the Elves collected the Dryads serving as drudges in the Elf forests and sent them to an out-of-the-way marsh in the far north. There, the Dryads could fend for themselves, and good riddance to the lot of them, as the little waifs only reminded the Elves that down here in the World Below nothing was as perfect as it had once been in the Blessed Realm Above. 
 
      
 
      
 
    From A History of the Kings of Thule, by Lockney Ragnar the Fifth: 
 
      
 
    Even Elves have skeletons in their closets. I am mainly referring to their treatment of the Dryads. It is abominable, despicable and deplorable, but it is also understandable. 
 
    Perhaps the most interesting and shocking incident between the Elves and Dryads took place when the Ice Demon of the Uttermost North took an interest in the ongoing conflict between the Elves and Dragons. 
 
    I do indeed mean the events as took place in the stinking swamps around the dread Shrine of Navarth. What a tumultuous time indeed that turned out to be, and what an exceptional Dryad little Tara of the Bow proved in the end, the one Dryad that journeyed to Thule and beyond. 
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    In a dank and mournful subterranean realm, with sinister vapors and clinging mists, Iroldo the Lynx Lord sprinted for his life. The balls of his booted feet kicked up damp sand. His arms moved in frantic rhythm, with the long and trusty knife in his right fist his only weapon. 
 
    Behind him, a creature growled and it sounded huge. 
 
    Iroldo sprinted as he heard thudding paws and the sandy shush of claws. He glanced back, wondering if he could glimpse the thing. 
 
    Eyes like lamps of red glass glared with dreadful hunger. Worse, the eyes were not low as on a merely huge dog, but near the height of Iroldo’s shoulders. The snout-full of fangs were obscene in their plentitude. The bull-sized body bunched in obvious function. The creature lacked skin or had once owned skin but its master had peeled it away to reveal the grotesque musculature. 
 
    The beast leaped with a snarl that should have frozen Iroldo’s blood. The Elf-errant pivoted hard left, grunted and dove for his life. He rolled twice, his neck touching wet sand each time and his heart pounding. Then, he was up and sprinting in a new direction. 
 
    The creature must have also tumbled. It took longer righting itself and yowled with rage. Then it, too, resumed its desperate chase. 
 
    Dark drifting fog hid most of the underground realm, with strangely glowing lichen on the walls providing the dim lighting. It was enough for an Elf’s eyes, especially for the greatest rogue among them. 
 
    The place felt like a gigantic cave situated on the far side of the moon or some alien realm unsuited for normal habitation. Iroldo heard drips in the distance and there was an unpleasant odor everywhere. 
 
    The Lynx Lord had entered the underground caves at the Elf Queen’s request, seeking a madman in service to the Great Dragon herself. The madman—a sorcerer of evil repute—sought the legendary Vermilion Scroll of Belshazzar in this vile realm. According to the Elf Queen’s information—she had not said where she’d gained it—the scroll held dread knowledge that none should read, especially not a servant of the Great Dragon. 
 
    Iroldo believed he’d finally found the mad sorcerer’s trail. Then, this nightmare creature had appeared as if hunting strictly for him. 
 
    Speaking of which—the pounding thuds told of the creature’s swift advance. The heavy breathing— 
 
    Iroldo grunted with surprise. Out of the mists and barely discernable before him appeared jagged boulders climbing one atop the other. There was no time to dodge the mass and he dare not stop. Thus, with running momentum and a flying leap, Iroldo scrambled up the first boulder, climbed the next, clutched, lunged up and topped the third. He exerted himself onto the fourth and leapt mightily. He sailed across a span and scrambled up the fifth boulder, a towering thing of great height. His forward motion caused him to slide across the surprisingly smooth top. 
 
    Iroldo attempted to stop, but he was going too fast. Thus, he slid over the top and dropped sickeningly to crash upon a ledge perhaps twenty feet down. He groaned, as he’d partly twisted an ankle. 
 
    Higher and behind him were thuds, heavy claw scratches and blacksmith-like bellows of breath. 
 
    Iroldo sheathed his knife and picked up a rock, gazing upward like a cornered rat. His peeled lips exposed his ultra-white teeth. He’d defeat the monster yet, possibly a thing conjured by the sorcerer he’d tracked. 
 
    In the dim deep-cavern light, the giant creature slid into view. Its size and speed meant that its frantic claw scratches could not halt its bulk. The creature sailed over Iroldo on his ledge. It sailed, and with a yowl, it dropped into a black abyss. 
 
    Iroldo listened carefully with his head cocked, but he never heard the monster hit bottom. Perhaps the creature possessed some uncanny ability, or maybe the bottom was too deep, or possibly the conjured creature had disappeared into whatever realm the sorcerer had drawn it. 
 
    The darkness would not permit Iroldo to see what was on the other side of the chasm, if that was indeed what this was. 
 
    Iroldo sighed. It didn’t matter if there was a chasm or not. He needed to find the sorcerer’s trail again. Thus, he craned his head, judged the twenty feet and began to climb back to the top of the boulder. He would retrace his path and take up where he’d had to turn aside due to the conjured hell-beast. 
 
    One way or another, he was stopping the madman from finding and reading the Vermillion Scroll. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Iroldo left the damp sand with the sorcerer’s footprints and traveled among rocks and boulders. Here, fires burned from vents or hot coals glowed with heat. A sulfur smell twisted Iroldo’s handsome face into a mask of disapproval. 
 
    From time to time, a wall appeared and Iroldo saw branching tunnels. From one came a forlorn sound. Another showed a gigantic spider perhaps a hundred yards within. The gargantuan spider hung in webs like galley cables. Five of the spider’s eyes opened as it saw Iroldo. The thing stirred so the web-cables hummed with metallic sounds. 
 
    Iroldo hurried on, sprinting fast enough to discourage the spider. It never appeared, in any case. The Elf-errant used his uncanny tracking skills to follow the sorcerer’s passage through this rocky underground realm. 
 
    Perhaps an hour later, he heard wicked laughter. Was this another conjured thing sent to attack him? 
 
    Iroldo moved soundlessly, hiding behind large rocks as something unseen galloped toward him. From behind his rock, he heard the jangle of armor. The thing neared and something gnashed its teeth. Soon, the jangling passed his hiding spot and Iroldo dared to peek up. 
 
    In the dim light, he glimpsed a steed like a giant naked Mundane running on all fours, with a high arching back and saddle. The saddle held a red humanoid that either wore armor or had scales like a dragon. It carried a lance with a fluttering black pennon. 
 
    Iroldo rubbed his eyes. He’d never heard of such beings before. What was this nefarious realm? He hated it, and wondered how the Elf Queen had come to learn of it. 
 
    After a ten-minute search, he once more picked up the sorcerer’s trail. There were few like him that could have done so, and Iroldo knew it. 
 
    In time, he reached a wide lava lake. Heat and occasional globs bubbled up and glopped back into the seething mass. Over the lake arched a thin bridge, its width no more than Iroldo’s feet pressed together. 
 
    He studied it, realizing the sorcerer had taken the path. So be it. Iroldo set foot to the thin bridge and started across, hoping for the best. 
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    Iroldo grinned as he studied the faint trail before him. These were fresh marks. The sorcerer must be near. 
 
    He’d crossed the narrow bridge over the lava lake and reached what seemed like a mountain in this grim subterranean realm. Beyond the mountain was a dark plain. The sorcerer’s trail led to it. 
 
    Iroldo followed, looking ahead to see if he could spy the man. The subterranean plain was darker than the caverns because there was less glowing wall-lichen to light the way. With an inward shrug, Iroldo concentrated on the trail, determined to find his quarry. 
 
    Something stirred behind him, however, or at least so he felt. Iroldo looked back and spied a red glow on the so-called mountain that he’d passed. 
 
    One of the glowing things detached itself from a cliff and soared into the darkness above. The creature—if that was indeed what it was—dipped and climbed as it flew toward Iroldo. 
 
    The Elf-errant blanched as he saw details. The flyer had leering demonic features with slanted eyes and an undershot jaw, leathery wings and a slimy pterodactyl body with a glowing abdomen. Its stomach was transparent and what appeared as worms or intestines shined with the wicked light. 
 
    That was too much. Iroldo glanced about, spied and chose several stones, prying them out of the ground. Then he waited as the thing flapped nearer. 
 
    The demonic face studied him intently, and it seemed to reach a conclusion. The creature folded its wings and dove, screeching like a banshee. 
 
    The sound grated like an iron file on Iroldo’s nerves. Perhaps the screech contained some evil magic. Nonetheless, Iroldo held his ground, and as the thing dove to within twenty feet, he heaved a stone. It sped hard and true, striking the creature on its forehead. The eyelids fluttered. Iroldo hurled again, this stone barely missing the thing. 
 
    The creature must have regained its senses, for it screeched and veered sharply. Its leathery wings flapped as it climbed. 
 
    Iroldo hurled yet again, and possibly clipped the creature in the side. 
 
    If the thing had thought to regain height to try again, it changed its mind and headed back toward the mountain. 
 
    Iroldo watched, shrugged at last and spat on the ground, dropping the rest of his rocks. He continued his trek, heading farther onto the plain of darkness as he followed the sorcerer’s trail. 
 
    Later, Iroldo ate sparingly of his rations and drank from a flask. It was nectar distilled by Fimbinella the Ephemeral, who belonged to the Elf Queen’s court. 
 
    Iroldo understood better now why the Elf Queen had sent him. Few Elves could have endured this strange realm as well as he. How had this place ever come to exist, though? That was what he wanted to know. 
 
    He did recall something he’d heard long ago about the Vermillion Scroll of Belshazzar. He was surprised it had taken him this long to recall. But, since he was immortal in a manner of speaking, he’d many lifetimes’ of memories to shift through. In any case, the Scroll of Belshazzar was reputed to hold the thoughts of the Great Enemy. 
 
    The Great Enemy had been the Celestial who had stolen the Staff of Creative Life and fled to the World Below to wield it. The staff had broken under his hand, however, killing him, infusing the Great Dragon with dreadful power and sending shards spinning everywhere. 
 
    Iroldo halted with a scowl. He looked up, and he concentrated. Oh, no, no, this was bad. He remembered what had fashioned this subterranean realm. He should have recalled sooner. He headed toward a place of wild magic where a concentration of shards had landed. The wild magic had corrupted this place. 
 
    What evil knowledge did the scroll possess? If the sorcerer sought it, wanted to know the thoughts of the Great Enemy, surely he would be fool enough to gather shards of Creative Light. 
 
    This was a dreadfully dangerous place, as the sorcerer headed toward the source of wild magic. 
 
    I must catch him before he reaches a shard or the resting place of the scroll. 
 
    Iroldo increased his pace, beginning to lope like a hunting wolf. His lean frame was perfectly suited to it. 
 
    Perhaps an hour later, he spied a sudden flare of light in the distance. The flickering—that was firelight. Iroldo took out a Dwarf-made spyglass, elongating it and studying the fire. It was on a hill of sorts. Oh, it was a campfire. Beside it sat a man in black robes and cowl, warming his hands near the flames. 
 
    “I have you,” Iroldo whispered. 
 
    He collapsed and put away the spyglass, and he began to lope in earnest. He moved swiftly, and the hill soon neared. 
 
    At this point, Iroldo’s booted feet pressed upon spongy grass. He passed rocks and threaded up a narrow path. He advanced onto a plateau and stopped. 
 
    The campfire yet flickered and crackled. Beside it was a flat rock big enough for a man to sit on. What appeared as part of a splintered door lay near the fire. Other parts of the door burned in the fire. Iroldo spied a water bag, blankets— 
 
    The softest of footfalls alerted Iroldo. He began to turn. Out of the corner of his eye, firelight shimmered off a curved blade. The saber slashed at him. 
 
    Iroldo leapt and whirled around as he drew his long knife. 
 
    He regarded an odd sort of soldier. The man was short and squat with heavy shoulders and a deep chest. He had long arms, a nearly nonexistent neck and alert eyes that peered out from under a helmet’s brim. The soldier wore overlapping scales for armor almost down to his knees and clutched a saber. A short-handled axe hung from his belt. 
 
    Iroldo had never seen his type before. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    The soldier stepped menacingly nearer. 
 
    Iroldo backed away, and he might not have noticed a second man, but he heard a rustle of noise. It came from beyond the fire. The Elf-errant barely saw the outline of a black-robed and hooded—sorcerer; it was the sorcerer. The sorcerer held onto a dark object, rubbing it and murmuring. 
 
    Iroldo had no more time to study his prey. The soldier grunted, detaching the short-handled axe from his belt and advancing upon Iroldo with two weapons. 
 
    “You will die, Elf,” the soldier said. 
 
    Iroldo backpedaled faster, and he darted around the fire. 
 
    “No!” The soldier hurled his axe. 
 
    Iroldo barely ducked in time as the axe swished over his head. Then, he was up and moving around the fire again. 
 
    “Stop!” the sorcerer shouted. He took a magic-casting stance. 
 
    Iroldo recognized it as the Baleful Wyvern. Without hesitation, as the soldier ran up from behind, the Elf threw his knife, knowing that his life rested on split-second decisions. 
 
    Several things happened at once. The armored soldier raced directly through the fire at Iroldo. The sorcerer released balefire, a gout of sizzling flame that roared at Iroldo. Iroldo was already dodging. He heard a meaty sound, a groan and the sorcerer staggered backward as if something had struck him. The balefire roared past Iroldo into the darkness. The soldier’s saber flashed, but missed the swiftly moving Elf. The balefire splashed onto the ground, igniting spongy grass, burning and causing sooty smoke to chug into the air. The sorcerer sprawled backward onto the ground with a knife hilt sticking out of his chest. A black globe fell from his left hand, rolling over the dark ground. The soldier shouted, turning haunted eyes upon the sorcerer. Then, the soldier spun around to glare at Iroldo. 
 
    “I can yet slay you,” he shouted. “There is time.” The soldier charged. 
 
    Iroldo watched the armored soldier rush him. The man moved swiftly as he began to fade. If it had been a trick, it likely would have worked, as Iroldo watched a moment too long. Then, he attempted to dodge. The soldier’s saber slashed with exquisite speed, but the fading weapon tickled Iroldo’s side instead of slashing it open. At that point, saber, soldier, everything about the man, disappeared as if he’d never existed. 
 
    Iroldo needed only a moment of contemplation before he hurried to the prone and wetly coughing sorcerer. 
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    Iroldo knelt beside the sorcerer. The man was a strong-looking individual with a cleft chin and piercing blue eyes, perhaps as tall as Iroldo. The sorcerer had his hands around the knife hilt as if wanted to yank the blade out of his chest. 
 
    “You bastard,” the sorcerer said in a weak voice. 
 
    A glance at the hilt’s position showed Iroldo his blade was lodged in the sorcerer’s heart. He could not understand how the man was still living, still able to speak. 
 
    “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” the sorcerer wheezed. 
 
    Iroldo didn’t reply. Part of him marveled at the man’s ability to have gotten this far. It proved the sorcerer had hidden resources and iron resolve. The man must be high in the Dragon Empire hierarchy. 
 
    “We…we were going to change everything, you know?” The sorcerer wheezed and shuddered. “It hurts. It really hurts.” 
 
    “The knife is in your heart,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be alive.” 
 
    “I know that, too. You must not realize that he granted me great power before I started out.” 
 
    “He?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    The sorcerer wheezed once more. “You’re an idiot. Do you think I serve the Great Dragon?” 
 
    “I do think that.” 
 
    The sorcerer opened his mouth to reveal bloody teeth. “I served the Great Dragon as a ruse, a trick to lull her and pave my master’s way. When he gets the scroll, you will all be undone, all.” 
 
    “He, whoever he is, is never going to get the scroll.” 
 
    “What?” the sorcerer said. “Would you have me think you’re going to find the scroll and burn it? No. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “No one will attempt this again anytime soon,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” the sorcerer whispered. “Once he has…it…he’ll be able to enter this realm and take the scroll himself.” 
 
    “It?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    The sorcerer opened his mouth, but he did not speak this time. He seemed to be laughing. Then, he winced and shuddered. “It hurts. Why not get it over with and kill me?” 
 
    “Good idea.” Iroldo pried away the man’s once strong hands and grasped the hilt of the knife. He made as if to yank it out, but hesitated. 
 
    “Hurry already,” the sorcerer whispered. 
 
    “No, not yet,” Iroldo said. “You’ve made me curious. Your master is greater than the Dragons?” 
 
    “He’s joining the Dragons, you dolt. In time, they’ll find that he is the master and they the servants.” 
 
    “That’s a bold boast.” 
 
    “No boast once he has the scroll.” 
 
    “How can he get it?” Iroldo said. “You failed to find it.” 
 
    The sorcerer shuddered and wheezed as if gasping for air. “Do it already. The pain is getting worse.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    The sorcerer appeared not to hear the question. 
 
    “I can end the pain,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “Yes. Do it, please.” 
 
    “First tell me who you serve?” 
 
    “Ice…” the sorcerer whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Ice Demon,” the sorcerer said faintly. 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. “I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    “He wants the scroll?” 
 
    “Yes. Now do it. Finish me. I can’t stand it anymore.” 
 
    “You implied that the Ice Demon is hunting for something else. What else does he need?” 
 
    “Navarth,” the sorcerer whispered faintly. 
 
    “What about it? What is Navarth?” 
 
    The sorcerer shuddered once more, and he groaned as if from the pit of his gut. Then he relaxed as if all the air emptied out of him. 
 
    “Hey,” Iroldo said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    The sorcerer didn’t respond. He couldn’t, as he’d finally died. 
 
    Iroldo nodded, withdrew his knife and wiped the blade clean on the dead man’s garments. Afterward, the Elf-errant searched the sorcerer, finding various magical implements and other assorted tools. None gave him any indication about the scroll’s whereabouts or this Navarth. 
 
    Iroldo studied the black globe without touching it. Decision made, he pried out a large rock and smashed the globe. He heard a painful grunt from out of the air, but that was it, no armored soldier appeared to claim retribution. 
 
    Iroldo went to the fire. Where had the sorcerer and the globe-produced soldier gotten the door to burn? 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. He did not intend to search to find out. He was leaving this realm of wild magic and the hidden Vermilion Scroll of Belshazzar. He wanted to see the sun again and not have to deal with evil denizens such as this place had produced. 
 
    Navarth, what was Navarth? 
 
    Iroldo would have to ask the Elf Queen about it. He’d have to ask her about the Ice Demon as well. 
 
    Looking one last time at the dead sorcerer—let the dead bury the dead—Iroldo turned away for the long journey back to the surface. 
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    Far away from the subterranean realm and a season later, Tara of the Bow raced as lightly as an Elf across a snowbank without leaving a trace of her passage. She’d mastered the difficult art last winter. Even so, deserting the Frostling’s camp and her friends back there might prove impossible. 
 
    Cold pine trees loomed all around her, the snow in the branches melting a drip at a time. Dark patches of ground showed in places, while the first trickles of water under the snow told of spring’s struggling return. 
 
    Like a frightened lynx, Tara crouched atop a boulder in the shadow of the last pine tree. She scanned the frozen river below. With the warmer weather, the river ice would have surely changed, becoming treacherous even to one like her. 
 
    Despite that, Tara was desperate to get across and make good her escape. She glanced uneasily along the forest’s edge, noting the contrast of melting snow, dark ground and darker shadows. She would have to run through an open area to reach the river and hope that none of the Frostling’s scouts watched. 
 
    Tara was slender like a sixteen-year-old Mundane—a human female—but had catlike muscles and reflexes. She wore a gray cloak with the hood raised above a worried face with a triangular chin. She clutched an unstrung bow, holding twine in her other hand. 
 
    She raked her upper teeth against her lower lip. This was it then. It was time to go. She leapt from the boulder, landed on wet snow, her feet sinking this time, and raced down the slope toward the river. She was doing it. She would— 
 
    “Tara, wait!” 
 
    The Dryad whirled around—for that was what Tara was, a Dryad born from a Sylvan Tree, an outcast from Elven society. A needle-like dagger appeared in her fist, the twine for her bow now pocketed. With a pounding heart, she scanned the forest edge. There! She spotted a gray-cloaked Dryad. 
 
    The Dryad raced out of the shadows after her. Tara scowled. It was her best friend, Laurel. She could tell by Laurel’s lope. 
 
    Tara had hoped to avoid a scene like this. Laurel didn’t understand, might not even be able to understand. At least Laurel was alone—no. Tara groaned inside, for she spotted other gray-cloaked Dryads hiding within the forest’s edge. Oh, this was bad, very bad. Did the others think they were going to drag her back to the Frostling’s camp? 
 
    Tara’s grip tightened around the dagger handle. She turned away from Laurel, almost deciding to sprint for it. She’d never make it over the partly frozen river if she ran across the now-brittle substance. She would have to snow-walk her way across, and that was a delicate art, taking concentration and slow movement. Worried now, knowing she had little time left to make good her escape, Tara rammed the needle-like dagger back into its scabbard and waited. She tried to pretend a nonchalance she didn’t possess. 
 
    “Are you lost?” Laurel panted, nearing, her breath puffing white and snow crunching under her boots. “It’s death for any of us to cross the river.” 
 
    Laurel was thinner than Tara was and had dark curls compared to Tara’s tucked-away brunette hair. Like all Dryads, Laurel looked like a teenage girl, but with decidedly more grace. 
 
    “Why are the others with you?” asked Tara. 
 
    While still breathing heavily, Laurel brushed off her hood and unlaced the throat of her cloak. 
 
    “The Frostling won’t trust any of us if you desert like this,” Laurel said. “You know that, and so do the others.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Tara’s eyes. “So, you’re the Frostling’s thrall now and will turn on your friend?” 
 
    Laurel blinked in shock. “No.” 
 
    “Then why are they here?” Tara said, pointing at the other Dryads. 
 
    Laurel looked uneasy, maybe even guilty. In the end, she cleared her throat, saying.  “The Frostling suspects you’ve gone. Thus, he’s loosened the Wolfen to catch any who flee.” 
 
    Tara’s shoulders hunched as fear clawed in her belly. With Wolfen on the prowl for her, it was madness standing out here in the open. Talking to Laurel was also madness. It was time to flee while there was still a chance for freedom. Wolfen— 
 
    A distant howl floated through the forest, an eerie cry promising violent death and dismemberment. 
 
    “Good bye, Laurel.” Tara turned to go. 
 
    Laurel lunged and grabbed Tara’s left sleeve. “You don’t understand,” she said, fear making her voice quaver. “The Wolfen will kill you instead of trying to capture you, maybe turn on us afterward. The Frostling—” 
 
    “What kind of allies have we chosen?” Tara cried with passion. “The Frostling promised us freedom.” 
 
    “He promised to let us walk freely through a Sylvan Grove of our own,” Laurel corrected. 
 
    Another distant howl floated on the wind. It told Tara that more than one Wolfen had found her trail. Was Larl the Fearless hunting her? He was the worst of the skin-changers, the Wolfen. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice in this,” Laurel said. “You must come back. We’ll explain that you were restless and were simply taking a walk. With all of us with you, we can face down the Wolfen.” 
 
    “You’re wrong about choices. We always have a choice, and I’ve made mine.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember that Elves banished us from our home,” Laurel said. “And they called that grace, because many among them believe Dryads are weeds that need pulling, killing. The Frostling—” 
 
    “Is a tool of the Great Ice Demon,” Tara said. 
 
    Laurel shook her head. “The Ice Demon is a symbol, a legend. Don’t you remember that we all agreed he’s not real, but an old myth without substance?” 
 
    Tara shook her head. Why couldn’t the others understand? “The Ice Demon is real. He’s sly and evil. He’s been cunning all these years, lying low so people believe as you just spoke. Now, he’s making a grab for more land to rule, hoping to use the Dragons’ renewed hatred against the Elves.” 
 
    “What makes you the expert and the rest of us wrong?” 
 
    Tara studied the tops of the pine trees and not just the shadowy bottom. The spirit of the Ice Demon lurked in these haunted woods because the Frostling had camped here all these weeks. Why couldn’t Laurel and the others feel it? 
 
    “Tara, the others are here to help fight for you in case the Wolfen come upon us. We’ll tell them—” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? I’m never going back to the Frostling’s camp. I’m leaving for good. Goodbye, Laurel.” 
 
    “No, wait.” Laurel wouldn’t meet Tara’s gaze, but stared at the ground. She bit her lip and said slowly, “We’ve all agreed to stop you, bind you if we have to and carry you back to camp.” 
 
    For a moment, Tara could only work her lips. “None of you would have escaped from the marshlands if it wasn’t for me guiding the rest of you. Now you’re going to betray me?” 
 
    Laurel nodded. “We all owe you our lives. We know that. You might not understand now, but we’re trying to save your life from your foolishness.” 
 
    Tara laughed bleakly. 
 
    Laurel looked up, finally meeting Tara’s gaze. “Why do you always think that you know better? You can make mistakes, too. You’re not—” 
 
    Tara stepped close, clutching Laurel’s cloak. Tara’s heart thudded. There wasn’t much time left, not with Wolfen on the hunt. She had to get across the river and beat the Frostling south to Navarth. She’d learned about an evil shrine there that held a legendary item. The Frostling needed the item for some awful invocation that would do something dreadful. That was all she knew, but it was enough for her to realize she had to attempt this. 
 
    How could she get Laurel to understand? She’d explained most of this before. “Do you remember when I left with Marauders at the beginning of winter?” 
 
    Laurel barely nodded. 
 
    “I sailed with Mundane warriors in an open serpent-ship,” Tara said. “They dared travel to the Uttermost Northern Ocean, the iron-colored waters of the Hyperborean Sea. It was colder than the worst blizzard in marshlands and the ship more cramped than our tree shelters. After several weeks of bitter travel, we slid between towering Mountains That Float.” 
 
    Tara closed her eyes for just a moment. She had haunted memories of the voyage, making her fingers unconsciously tighten around the fibers of Laurel’s cloak. 
 
    “Winds howled like lost souls,” Tara whispered, “while barking seals and blubbery walruses crawled onto those frozen shores. Nothing grew there, not even moss or lichen. Laurel, we sailed to a massive floating mountain, or iceberg, as some of the crew called it. The captain used an ancient black axe that he said he’d received from the Ice Demon himself. With the axe, the captain hacked evil runes into the ice, while others pounded iron stakes. They chained the chosen hero to the stakes and we all hurried back onto the serpent-ship and pushed into the waters.” 
 
    Tara’s eyes unfocused and her whispers were barely audible now. “I stood at the rail, the slushy sea thumping against our hull. Darkness hid the chained hero from the others, but I’m a Dryad, you and the others are Dryads. We see better in the dark and over greater distances than Mundanes do. I saw what happened as the captain and his crew cowered behind the gunwales. An evil white mist blew onto the top of the floating mountain. It watched the chained hero. Then, moaning like a chill wind, the mist barreled down the slopes toward the hero. 
 
    “I knew the man, the bravest Mundane I’d ever met. He’d outwrestled the others for this chance. But there at the last moment, he tried to break his chains and flee the terrible mist. The mist rolled onto him and it darkened as if it drank his life.” 
 
    Tara shook her head. 
 
    “Then, I saw something most dreadful. The mist sank into the hero, and I saw him change and swell into the thing we call the Frostling. He burst his chains, Laurel. He was laughing and already had an icicle beard. He strode to the frozen shore, hailing our ship in his fell voice. The captain and crew became stiff like dead men, so frightened had they become. 
 
    “Seeing that, the former hero leaped into the icy waters. That should have killed him, but he swam with powerful strokes and soon clambered aboard our serpent-ship. He touched each stricken crewmember in turn, speaking evil words. None of them ever spoke again, although they rowed like fiends all the way back to Thule. I shrank from him. His eyes—he laughed at me and said the Great Ice Demon could use a simulacrum of an Elf. That was what he thought I was.” 
 
    In a stricken voice, Tara added, “He forbad me to ever speak about this. Oh, Laurel, I’ve wanted to tell you what happened. But every time I tried, my tongue froze. I think I’m finally far enough from the Frostling so his spell no longer locks my tongue.” 
 
    Laurel was frowning at the snow, shaking her head. 
 
    “The Frostling has cloaked his true self in the shell of the former hero,” Tara said. “He did so after speaking one night aboard the serpent-ship with a ghostly thing. I think he believed I was asleep. I trembled with terror, faking sleep as I listened to their conversation. When they’d finished talking, the demon floated across the waters. Laurel, my friend, you must flee with me now while there is still time. You must help me in a deed I know I must now attempt.” 
 
    It’s…it is an evil story,” Laurel admitted. “But it still isn’t as evil as Elves wishing to slay all the Dryads.” 
 
    Tara blinked with disbelief. Had the Frostling cast a spell on Laurel’s mind so her friend could no longer think for herself and see the obvious? 
 
    “When the Elves had the chance, they didn’t slay us,” Tara said, “but banished us to the marshlands. The Ice Demon lives. He’s all too real, and he has an evil plan. He’s using us through the Frostling, telling us that once it’s all over, we’ll have our own Sylvan Grove. But once the Ice Demon’s minions together with the Dragons defeat the Elves, do you think the Frostling will keep his promises to us?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to find out.” 
 
    “Find out how?” Laurel asked. 
 
    “I know what the Frostling wants. As I said, on the serpent-ship, I overheard the Ice Demon give his instructions to the Frostling. There’s an ancient shrine in the south, in Navarth.” 
 
    “So?” Laurel asked. 
 
    “I must beat the Frostling to Navarth and find an item.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Tara realized she’d already said too much. She was certain now the Frostling had enchanted the others. Still, friendship was powerful, maybe as powerful as the spell. “If you take me bound with ropes to the Frostling’s camp, he’ll kill me. Are you willing to help kill me?” 
 
    “Tara,” Laurel said, hurt. “How can you ask that?” 
 
    “Goodbye, Laurel,” Tara said for the last time. She pushed away and raced for the river. 
 
    “No!” shouted Dryads in the shadows of the pines. They burst into view, running after her. Many strung their bows. Others held nets and ropes. 
 
    Laurel stood between them and Tara as indecision filled her curly-framed face. Then something changed in her. 
 
    “Good luck, Tara.” Then, Laurel whirled around and ran at the others, waving her arms, telling them to stop, to let Tara go. 
 
    Tara’s heart beat wildly as she dashed for the river. The Dryads were her only family. Leaving them like this brought tears to her eyes. She had to break the Frostling’s spell over them, but she couldn’t do it staying in the camp with them. She had to reach Navarth first and use the item to break the Frostling’s enchantment upon them. 
 
    Tara reached the river edge and set foot on the treacherous ice. It creaked ominously. She started across nonetheless, concentrating, hoping the ice held long enough for her to get to the other side. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    -5- 
 
      
 
    It was a lonely trek and it took Tara through many strange lands. She endured, moving like a shadow, the hiss of her arrows the loudest of her sounds. She knew one Wolfen still stubbornly trailed her and she wondered if it was Larl the Fearless. 
 
    Her suspicions about her former allies had started before the fated trip to the Mountains that Float. She’d spent time with the serpent-ship captain, a strong warrior of Thule. Like most of the Mundanes of that cold land, he was big, had worn bear furs and chainmail armor and had been quick to draw his sword and cut down any who angered him. Soon, she had begun to wonder how she’d ever joined such hardened company. The path leading there had probably started the day her good friend Arwyn had died. That had been two years ago now. 
 
    Tara halted in a hickory forest, her fingers brushing a print in the loam as she knelt over it. There was no snow here. It had melted weeks ago. The track showed a narrow heel with flaring toes and claws. 
 
    Arwyn’s death had fueled her anger and it had shown her how much she missed the Elf Queen’s Forest. She was an exile from there. She was an outcast in a grim world. Tara wanted to go home and race under the great Sylvan Trees that had birthed her. She belonged there. The tall Elves had barred her from returning on pain of death. 
 
    Tara hated the Elves for it. But what good would it do to defeat the Elves if the Ice Demon and Dragons destroyed the Sylvan Groves? The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Tara had believed that for a long time. But what if the enemy of your enemy also wanted to obliterate everything you held dear? 
 
    The lightest of footfalls alerted Tara. It came from behind. 
 
    If Wolfen had one flaw, it was arrogance. The creature should have waited to attack her until they were in the mountains or while crossing some open plain. The forest was a Dryad’s natural habitat. Maybe the mistake was more than Wolfen arrogance. Everyone was always underestimating Dryads. Tara knew that compared to almost everyone else that she and her friends seemed cuddly and innocent, quite harmless and dainty. It was true to a point. 
 
    From behind in the forest, a claw scratched against a hidden stone. 
 
    Like a Dwarf bolt in a crossbow, Tara shot toward the nearest tree. She leaped with catlike agility, grabbed the lowest branch and chinned herself onto it. 
 
    A big furry creature like a wolf snapped its jaws inches from her boot. Without a pause, with squirrel-like quickness, Tara climbed the hickory tree. 
 
    Below on the ground, the sprawled wolf blurred. It was a quick transformation. Then a thing like a tall, furry Mundane, with long arms with claws on the end and a wolfish snout, stood up. He hoisted himself into the tree after her. He was about twice her length or height, depending on how you looked at such things. 
 
    “I have a bow,” Tara called down from the middle heights of the tree. 
 
    The Wolfen raised his ugly head. It was less furry than a wolf’s head, but had similar features. The skin-changer was stronger than a Mundane his size, had a vicious temper and could quickly heal from wounds that would leave a human dead. Sometimes, however, Wolfen could laugh and play in childlike simplicity. They didn’t think like Mundanes and seldom fought together unless hunting for food. When they lived in their packs, Wolfen warriors called themselves braves. 
 
    Ah, the Wolfen staring up at her had a torn ear and was missing fur around it. He was Larl the Fearless. 
 
    Most Wolfen fought for rank within their packs. They usually stayed to themselves and stayed in their home forests or on their wide plains. The Ice Demon or the Frostling had tainted Larl the Fearless and his companions. Fortunately, it seemed that Larl was alone. 
 
    “Jump down so I can talk to you,” Larl growled. 
 
    Tara laughed. The Wolfen was much heavier than she was and would never be able to climb as high into the branches. 
 
    The Wolfen snarled and shook a nearby branch, making the leaves rustle. “I can wait if I must. Then, when I finally catch you, I’ll tear you to pieces.” 
 
    “That’s not how it’s going to be,” Tara said. “I’ll wait until you fall asleep. Then I’ll drop down and tiptoe past you.” 
 
    Larl the Fearless snarled and began to climb higher. 
 
    Tara hurried higher to where the thinner branches began to sway at her weight. She’d picked a tall hickory tree and could already see the tops of the shorter trees below her. 
 
    Three crows glided past her tree. One dipped its head, looking down at her. The bird had a chipped beak, she noticed. 
 
    “No one has ever escaped from Larl the Fearless once he begins to track,” the Wolfen boasted. “I’ll drag your corpse to the Frostling, and he’ll show it to the Jade Dragon.” 
 
    “You’re a poor liar,” Tara shouted. “There’s no such thing as a Jade Dragon.” 
 
    Larl chomped his fangs and dared climb higher so the branches creaked at his weight. “Jade Dragon!” he shouted. “The Frostling will show the Jade Dragon.” Larl’s bloodshot eyes blinked rapidly. “If you do not come down this instant, I’ll race to the Jade Dragon, where the Frostling said he’d met him. The Dragon will pluck you out of the tree. Then you will see I told the truth.” 
 
    Suddenly wondering if Larl could be right, Tara scanned the cloudless sky. The three crows had glided away so they were hardly more than black dots now. 
 
    Wolfen were ferocious fighters, but they weren’t subtle. Maybe she could learn more. Tara thus goaded Larl. “You’re a fool if you approach a Dragon, jade or otherwise. The Dragon will eat you like a mouse and pick his teeth with your bones.” 
 
    Larl the Fearless reached high, latching his clawed hand onto Tara’s branch. He began to shake it, and he might have shaken Tara out of the hickory tree. 
 
    But with supreme indifference, as she swayed near another branch, Tara reached out and switched to that branch. Like most Dryads, she had no fear of heights, certainly not in a tree. She also had more skill in trees than any human gymnast. 
 
    “The Jade Dragon hunts with the Frostling, you stupid Dryad,” Larl shouted. 
 
    “Does he hunt for Jerek of the Navarth Shrine?” Tara asked. 
 
    Larl the Fearless chomped his fangs again, and it seemed as if he contemplated climbing even higher. 
 
    Tara hoped he did, for that would solve her problem. She could coax him high enough that he fell and broke many of his bones. 
 
    After snarling under his breath and working himself into a frenzy, Larl indeed climbed higher. A splintering crack from his branch caused the Wolfen to yelp and climb ten feet lower to sturdier branches. 
 
    Tara forced herself to chuckle at him. 
 
    “You won’t laugh when I hand your head to the Frostling,” Larl shouted. 
 
    “Not going to happen, you lout.” 
 
    “It will. It will. Larl the Fearless will wear your skin like a hood.” 
 
    Tara began to string her bow, hoping to catch the boaster by surprise. There, she’d done it, and the stupid beast seemed not to have noticed. Now, she needed the right moment. 
 
    Larl hurled yet more boasts and eventually began to sulk, as Tara didn’t reply. “I’ll be waiting, little thing.” With that, Larl began to work his way down. 
 
    Tara had been waiting for exactly that. She judged distances and intervening branches. A shot wouldn’t work from here. She needed a better position. 
 
    He was looking the other way, so she slung the bow around her torso and eased down a little more, then jumped. She plunged past leaves, barely avoiding tree limbs. She landed on a heavier branch, the one she’d been aiming for. Her knees absorbed much of the shock, although her teeth clicked together. The branch dipped down hard at her weight, but Tara had uncanny balance. Even as the branch started upward, she slipped off the bow and nocked an arrow. 
 
    As Larl shimmied down the main trunk, he turned in surprise. He must have heard something. Now, he was higher up in the tree than she was, although not by much. 
 
    Tara drew the bowstring and released. The arrow hissed. It was a short shot. But Larl the Fearless was a Wolfen, a creature with lightning reflexes. He surged upward. Tara’s arrow failed to burrow into his side. Instead, it drilled into his hip, almost pinning him to the tree. 
 
    Larl howled with pain, and he dropped out of the hickory tree, crashing against branches, snapping twigs and making leaves fly and shower earthward. The Wolfen thudded onto the ground. 
 
    The branches had taken much of the fall, so it wasn’t a killing sprawl, although the wind must have been knocked out of him. Tara sent two more shafts hissing after him, but they missed by inches. 
 
    Whining in pain and possible fear, the Wolfen leaped up, tearing the arrow from his hip. He chomped the arrow, snapping it in half with his teeth. Then he limped away, spitting rage at Tara, making raking motions with his clawed hand. 
 
    From in the tree, Tara considered following him and finishing it. On the ground, Wolfen were deadly dangerous. He would likely head into the thickest areas to nullify her bow. 
 
    Tara drew a deep breath, deciding to remain in the tree for now. She’d learned something more. A Jade Dragon was helping the Frostling hunt for the shrine priest, Jerek of Navarth. What did that mean? Did the Elves know about it? 
 
    Tara shook her head. She had to get to hidden Navarth and the dread magic item before the Jade Dragon or the Frostling did. She had to stop the Frostling, not in order to help the Elves, but to save her precious Sylvan Grove. 
 
    Seeing that the way was clear, Tara landed on the forest floor like a cat. There was no sign of Larl the Fearless. Tara doubted she had seen the last of him, though. 
 
    Gathering the good arrows, throwing up her hood, Tara hurried south, hoping to beat her enemies to this mysterious shrine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    -6- 
 
      
 
    Iroldo the Lynx Lord paced restlessly in the outer antechamber of Morwen of the Paragon’s castle, which was near the heart of the Sylvan Grove in Natality Woods. The grove was in the place of the former fortress of Crimson Lord Bahadur. 
 
    Natality Woods had returned, with all its former defenders once more in place. The woods had sustained two separate attacks from Dragons and their hosts. Morwen and her fellow Roc Riders wielding white lightning had been instrumental in throwing back the attackers each time. One more Dragon had perished, forcing the others to remain in the background. Without the Dragons pouring fire onto the forest, the attackers had had little chance during the forest warfare. 
 
    Iroldo was here because he needed to see Morwen. 
 
    In the bright light of normal day, unlike the subterranean realm, it was possible to see him fully. Unfortunately, he lacked his normal cocky smile. His time in the subterranean realm had sobered and actually frightened him. 
 
    “Iroldo,” Morwen said, as she entered the outer antechamber and swept forward to greet him. 
 
    The Lady of the Paragons was a tall Elf with a beautiful but fierce visage. She wore a long blue dress and conical hat with silk fluttering from its pointed tip. 
 
    That was more formal than Iroldo had ever seen her. In response, he raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m hosting a reception for the Roc Riders,” Morwen said. “Lorenrod the Wise has come from the Elf Queen’s court so we may discuss strategy.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The Dragons are on the move, devouring another human kingdom, adding the land and peoples to their mother’s empire. It may be the right time to attempt to restore another Elf forest. That means the Roc Riders will all have to fly as one, as we’ve learned our greatest power lies in unified aerial assaults.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. That’s quite interesting. I’d like to hear more, but I’m in something of a hurry. I hope I’m not being rude by saying that.” 
 
    Morwen blinked several times, apparently taken aback. “Well…no. I still have a lot to do. How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need to speak to the Book of Lore.” 
 
    Morwen gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “I’m on a quest for the Queen,” Iroldo said. “I’ve been…I’ve been to a wretched place, a subterranean realm far greater in extent than seemed reasonable. The underworld surprised me, and I need to know more about it.” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors about your exploits there.” 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. “Wild magic, the subterranean realm was formed and is kept by strange eddies of wild magic. It was a terrifying place” 
 
    “You think the book will know about the realm?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Iroldo said. “But I’m not just interested in that. I’m also trying to piece together a puzzle. I have hard-won information and I wish to broaden its scope by speaking to the book.” 
 
    “You’re deliberately withholding information from me,” Morwen said. 
 
    “For a reason, I assure you.” 
 
    “What reason?” 
 
    “It’s better if I don’t say.” 
 
    Morwen laughed bleakly. “You’re being rude and evasive. I do have my dignity. I’ll have to know more if you wish to speak to the book.” 
 
    Iroldo looked away before regarding her again. “This concerns the last words of the Great Enemy. Are you sure you’re still interested?” 
 
    Morwen recoiled, shaking her head. “I want nothing to do with him or that.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Iroldo said. “However, as I said, I’m on a quest for the Queen. I suspect Book can help me clear up a few issues. It’s vital I speak to him.” 
 
    “In that case, yes,” Morwen said. “Do you need me to show you the way?” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    Morwen told him, giving him the directions and leave to see the book, and then she took her leave. 
 
    Iroldo thereupon set out for the top of Morwen’s castle in the highest tower. After a stiff climb up winding stairs and a step onto a landing, he knocked on a thick oaken door. 
 
    “Who is it?” an unseen someone asked. 
 
    “Iroldo, Book,” the Elf-errant said. “Can I speak with you?” 
 
    The sound an inner bar might make lifting preceded the smooth and silent opening of the oaken door. 
 
    Iroldo entered a small chamber with several open windows admitting sunlight. There was a shag rug on the floor and a large stand in the middle of the room. The Book of Elder Lore sat upon a golden cloth on the table, open to reveal its ancient-seeming brittle pages. 
 
    There were several shelves against the walls, and upon them were various mementos and knickknacks the book had asked Morwen or Iroldo to grab for him when they’d worked together on their adventure. 
 
    “Hello, Iroldo,” the book said. “This is a pleasant surprise. What brings you here?” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” Iroldo said. “Did you open the door yourself?” 
 
    “Indeed, I did. Are you impressed?” 
 
    “Quite. The magic battery is working then?” 
 
    “Just so,” the book said. “Do you want to see it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Iroldo said. 
 
    The book closed itself. A deeply blue sapphire glowed with an eldritch light on its cover. It contained a magical essence the book could tap to practice various spells. 
 
    “The sapphire is quite becoming,” Iroldo said. 
 
    The book opened again, ruffling several pages as if sighing with pleasure. 
 
    “Book,” Iroldo said. “I’m in somewhat of a hurry and therefore I’m pressed for time.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve…” Iroldo hesitated, wondering now if this was a good idea. 
 
    “You can tell me,” the book said. “I can keep a secret. You do have a secret to share, don’t you?” 
 
    Iroldo nodded, and he began to relate a little of his time in the subterranean realm. 
 
    “I know this realm of which you speak,” the book said. “It’s called the Lair of the Worm Lord.” 
 
    “You’re making that up,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “On no account,” the book said. “The Celestial who stole the Staff of Creative Light fashioned the realm.” 
 
    “You’re certain about this?” 
 
    “Positive,” the book said. “The Celestial in question wished to fashion an impenetrable fortress in case others from the Realm Above followed to attack him. I hadn’t realized the lair or realm still existed, though. When the Celestial accidently slew himself with the staff, I would have thought the Worm Lord’s Lair would fold back in upon itself.” 
 
    “No,” Iroldo said. “It’s still very much there.” 
 
    “Now you have me curious. Why would you have gone there?” 
 
    “I was following someone evil.” 
 
    “This is getting interesting.” 
 
    “Not really,” Iroldo said. “I killed the man.” 
 
    “Hmm. Did you detect any traces of wild magic while in the realm?” 
 
    “I did indeed.” 
 
    “That explains how the realm has remained,” the book said. “What sort of fellow did you chase: a sorcerer perhaps? That would make the most sense.” 
 
    “Who’s been talking to you?” Iroldo said. 
 
    “No one,” the book replied. “I deduced all that through logical thought. It was quite elementary, I assure you. Ha! I wouldn’t be surprised if the Vermilion Scroll of Belshazzar had found its way into the Worm Lord’s Lair.” 
 
    “Book,” Iroldo said solemnly. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” the book said. “You’re such a fussy sort for a rogue assassin. The Elf Queen sought me out a year ago. We talked, and I told her what I knew about the Lair of the Worm Lord. I suggested she send you to kill the sorcerer. I take it you succeeded.” 
 
    “I wonder why the Queen didn’t tell me she’d spoken to you, or why she didn’t give me the ancient name of that realm.” 
 
    “I’d call it compartmentalization. She told you what you needed to know. The name is ancient knowledge, best left secret for a variety of reasons.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about an Ice Demon?” 
 
    The book didn’t reply, but ruffled pages as if agitated. Seconds later, he paged and opened to a different part of him. He began doing it again, and again, and—this went on for some time. 
 
    It wasn’t until Iroldo began fidgeting that the book said, “I can’t be certain, but I have pieced together a few facts. Firstly, I don’t think it’s an Ice Demon but the Ice Demon.” 
 
    “There’s only one then?” 
 
    “I believe you should say: the Great Ice Demon,” the book said. “From what I’ve been able to glean, it may be the last particle of spirit of the Great Enemy.” 
 
    Iroldo froze in horror. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’m not saying it is him. But I’ve always found it surprising that the staff annihilated his soul. Wounded his soul gravely, yes, I can accept that, but annihilate it, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Let me finish,” the book said. “I say a particle because that’s the only way I know how to explain it. If I’m right, the particle could expand and cloak itself again in majestic otherworldly power. That would be deadly to everyone in the World Below. However, as is, he is presently much less powerful than the Great Dragon. The Ice Demon’s threat would likely reside in his breadth of evil knowledge.” 
 
    “That explains it,” Iroldo said sharply. 
 
    “Explains what?” the book asked. 
 
    “How the sorcerer I slew knew about the Vermilion Scroll.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I agree.” 
 
    “This Ice Demon is after other things, as well. Before he died, the sorcerer spoke about Navarth.” 
 
    “I have heard that somewhere.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Iroldo said. “I need to know what it is.” 
 
    “Just a moment,” the book said. As before, it ruffled pages. “Hmm, I’m not certain. I think this Navarth is a shrine, a hidden place with a hidden item of power.” 
 
    “Sounds like what the sorcerer was talking about,” Iroldo said. “Where is this shrine?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can you guess?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    Iroldo waited as the book paged here and there, did it again and then again longer. 
 
    “Well,” the book said. “I have several suggestions. None of them is certain. You’d have to go and look.” 
 
    “How many places?” asked Iroldo. 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    The Elf-errant sighed. “All right, let’s have them.” 
 
    The book surprised Iroldo by doing exactly that. The book didn’t ask to go along or for an exchange of information. That started to bother the Elf. 
 
    “Why aren’t you asking to come along as the price for this information?” Iroldo asked at last. 
 
    “No, sir,” the book said. “This sounds like a deadly quest, too deadly for me. I’m happy where I am, thank you very much.” 
 
    “You think it’s going to be that bad?” 
 
    “I think the sorcerer was the easy kill.” 
 
    “Easy?” Iroldo shouted. “I was in a subterranean hell world on the edge of being killed. I wouldn’t call that easy.” 
 
    “There you go,” the book said. “I think what’s coming is going to be worse. Good luck, though. I think you’re going to need it.” 
 
    Iroldo muttered darkly until he remembered his manners, thanking the book for its help. Shortly after that, he took his leave. It was time to start looking for this Shrine of Navarth. 
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    Tara loped through the dank forests of Kholmland, some nights slipping inside log cabins. The Mundanes snored or slept like the dead, while the guard dogs whined in their sleep. On stealthy tiptoe, Tara liberated loaves of bread or some cheese, always careful to relock the cabin behind her. 
 
    Several nights later, Tara licked leftover cheese crumbs off wax paper and might have gone hungry. But on the shore of the Bay of Dolphins, she stumbled upon a strange canoe made of wooden ribs and birch-bark sides, with fishing lines and hooks inside an ivory box. It was hidden beneath some brush and appeared to have been abandoned for years, yet was still serviceable.  
 
    For two weeks, she paddled all night long, slipping wraith-like along the rocky shores. She ate pepperfish, eels and stickle-roots, and passed one city and countless fishing villages. 
 
    The Frostling had originally sailed from Thule, the land of the Marauders, raiders who rowed dreaded serpent-ships. At its southernmost point, the mighty Loder River poured into the Bay of Dolphins. East of the river was a wide swamp that protected the hidden Navarth Shrine, the Frostling’s destination and now Tara’s, too. 
 
    She passed the town of Pando at midnight and stopped to hide beneath an undercut bank at dawn. Later, she overheard two peasants talking as they fished. She learned the wooden-walled town was in a country called Zair. From what she remembered from seeing on a map once, Zair was far from the Dragon Empire and any Elf forests. 
 
    She paddled all night and into the next morning. The water had changed to a greener color and the smell on the wind was that of rich swampland. The next night, Tara entered the marsh, a world of sandbars, cypress trees and whispering reeds. The Frostling in his serpent-ship would have to enter through the mouth of the Loder River to reach here. Even Tara knew that the current pouring into the Bay of Dolphins was legendary. The bigger serpent-ship would have to use channels larger than did her small canoe. 
 
    The swampy maze soon became confusing, and too often, Tara had to backtrack to try a different stream or channel. 
 
    One evening as Tara paddled across a shallow lake, a chill crept up her back. The stars blazed overhead in the moonless night. Tara slipped the paddle into the canoe and swept her gaze back and forth. 
 
    There, just above the horizon, she saw a vast, winged creature gliding over the treetops. Tara had wonderful night vision. The creature had a long neck and a longer tail. Then a tongue of fire stabbed from the blotted shape toward the ground. 
 
    The chill in Tara turned to terror. It was a Dragon, likely the Jade Dragon. The Dragon no doubt hunted, as it was far from the Empire of its mother. 
 
    Tara wanted to whimper. Instead, she hunched over and dug her paddle into the water. With frantic haste, she sped into a screen of reeds. Then, she sat perfectly still, listening. She heard frogs croak and crickets chirp. In the distance, an owl hooted and later she heard some larger creature cough. She refused to peek up or move a muscle. Like all good hunters, Dragons noticed movement. 
 
    Tara heard a leathery flap, and another, and then more slow beats of vast wings. Shortly thereafter, a strong, musky odor mixed with a brimstone stench told her the Dragon was near. 
 
    Was it looking for her? She could not believe that, as she was too insignificant to be worth a Dragon’s attention. Did it mean the Frostling was near? 
 
    Tara swallowed in a dry throat. Against the Dragon, she was weaponless. Her bow and arrows were jokes and her dagger as useful as a wet leaf. 
 
    A strange hiss from above almost made her jump. A flare of light out of the corner of her eye told her the Dragon breathed fire. She heard burning crackles. Then a massive dark shape flew over, fifty feet to her left. Tara knew in that moment what a mouse must feel like as an owl swooped in for the kill. 
 
    She dared look up in time to see the flicker of the Dragon’s barbed tail. The crack of his leathery wings told her the Dragon climbed higher into the night. 
 
    Had he been hunting for her? The grim import of what she attempted truly slammed home. She was Tara the Dryad, and she was daring to pit her puny strength and skills against a Jade Dragon and the terrible Frostling. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt she didn’t have a chance. 
 
    Tara slowly sat up. She flexed her hands. The fire the Dragon had started still burned about a hundred yards to her left. With stiff muscles, she began to row, nosing her canoe through the reeds. As she did, she kept a careful scrutiny on the dark sky. The Frostling had allied himself with a Jade Dragon. Larl the Fearless had told the truth about that. 
 
    Tara felt very small indeed, but she refused to turn back. She would find the Shrine of Navarth before the Dragon or the Frostling did. She had to. 
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    If the Dragon last night wasn’t bad enough, Tara had a worse scare in the middle of the next afternoon. It occurred after she broke through a screen of leafy gob trees and came upon a small lake where trout leaped. On the lake’s far shore rose a wooden-walled town, the pointed tops of its pilings lopped sharp by axes. 
 
    It was a quaint place, and through stealthy eavesdropping, Tara learned it was called Hamal, a chartered town, beholden by ancient law to the King of Zair. She also overheard several people talking about strange happenings the last several nights. A few people other than herself must have seen the Dragon or its shadow. These were Mundanes, however, known for their poor night vision. 
 
    Tara retreated to her canoe. How far was the Navarth Shrine from Hamal? According to what she’d heard that dark night on the serpent-ship, the shrine was old and small. Few knew about it, and even fewer about the great and ancient magic item stored somewhere within it. Why would the Dragon be helping the Frostling in this? It didn’t make sense to her. 
 
    Tara hoped that the Dragon scouting as it had been last night meant the Frostling was still leagues away or hopefully a country away. 
 
    Tara soon paddled in another small stream, sunk in thought as the sun comfortably beat upon her neck and shoulders. Suddenly, a voice spoke. 
 
    “Tell me why I shouldn’t slay the Dragon’s scout?” 
 
    Startled, Tara looked up. She gave a small cry of dismay, her heart thudded in her chest and her cheeks drained of color. 
 
    An Elf cloaked in green stood on a boulder beside the stream, holding a bow, with a nocked arrow aimed at Tara’s heart. 
 
    Tara recognized Morwen of the Paragons. 
 
    Morwen wasn’t just any Elf. She was Tara’s double, or more accurately, Tara was Morwen’s double. The Elf was taller than Tara was and had pale hair and sharper features, although very similar, as a matured adult was to a teenager. Morwen’s ears were pointier, while deeper wisdom swirled in her eyes. 
 
    The contrast didn’t end there. An aura of power radiated from Morwen of the Paragons, and a silver whistle hung from a cord around her throat. 
 
    Tara recognized it as a roc whistle, but the giant-sized bird was nowhere in evidence. Morwen and she had both hatched the same hour from the same Sylvan Tree and because of the same tand. Most Elves believed that Dryads had no souls, but were simply husks of might-have-been Elves that the Sylvan Trees had mistakenly grown. An Elf originally came from the World Above and regrew a body in an Enchanted Grove when the old one died in battle or by accident. 
 
    “Well?” Morwen asked coldly. 
 
    “You know I am no Dragon’s lackey. I fled the Frostling’s company,” Tara said. 
 
    “What Frostling?” 
 
    As the shock of surprise began to wear off, Tara scowled. Elves always did things better and they were always arrogant about it, too. 
 
    “Maybe I’d feel like answering if you quit aiming that arrow at me,” Tara said. 
 
    “I’m afraid I remember the last time we talked, little Dryad. You tried to jump me, and you’ve stolen some of my choicest items. Where’s the flute you flinched?” 
 
    “I never stole anything from you.” 
 
    “You’re a poor liar.” 
 
    “I took your flute as wages,” Tara said hotly. “Or did you think anyone ever asked me if I wanted to be an Elf slave?” 
 
    “You have a twisted view of reality, my dear.” Yet Morwen eased tension from the bowstring. “Nevertheless, my question stands. Why shouldn’t I slay you?” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    Morwen lofted a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “I would,” Tara added. “But you’re mistaken if you think I’m allied with the Jade Dragon.” 
 
    “Ah, so you know about the Jade Eye.” 
 
    “What is the Jade Eye?” Tara said before she could stop herself. 
 
    “You called it the Jade Dragon. I assumed you knew about the eye.” 
 
    Tara decided to tell the truth. “I know nothing about any eye. The Frostling sent Wolfen to hunt me. One named Larl the Fearless almost had me. He bragged about the Frostling working with the Jade Dragon.” 
 
    “Tell me more about the Frostling.” 
 
    Tara felt torn, but in the end, because she loved the Sylvan Grove in the Elf Queen’s Forest, she gave a shortened version of her story. She told about her trip to the Mountain that Floats. She confessed about what she’d overheard between the Frostling and the demon. 
 
    Morwen’s features hardened. “You foolish Dryad, you’re mixed up with dreadful company. You should have remained in the marshland where you belong. The Ice Demon and his Frostling slave—Bah! It is fruitless reasoning with a Dryad. I should kill you and be done with your ingratitude to us.” 
 
    That was too much. As Morwen spoke, pressure built up in Tara. Finally, she cried, “What have you Elves ever done for us except abuse us and call us filthy names? Go ahead and shoot if it will make you feel superior.” 
 
    Morwen shook her head. “You’re so passionate, so unreasoning. I can barely believe that you hatched from a Sylvan Tree or that you glimpsed the essence of my tand. Flee this place, little Dryad. It is death for you. The Jade Dragon and Frostling are creatures that will devour the likes of you.” 
 
    “You’re in danger, too,” Tara said. 
 
    Morwen smiled loftily. “I’m a roc rider and the wielder of silver lightning. This land is Kal Darrig and holds ancient enchantments against Dragons and their ilk. The Elves will protect the Shrine of Navarth. The item in question will never leave this place.” 
 
    “What is the shrine to you?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I grant you mercy for the last time, Dryad. Leave while you are able. And if you have anything of Elfishness in you, flee the Frostling’s service.” 
 
    “I did flee it. I’m here to…protect the shrine from evil.” 
 
    Morwen laughed and shook her head. “Are you so deaf that you can’t understand what I just said? The Elves protect hidden Navarth.” 
 
    “Meaning you flew here to do just that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Morwen said. 
 
    Tara blinked several times. Then it was her turn to laugh. 
 
    Morwen frowned at that. 
 
    “You remind me of Larl the Fearless,” Tara said. “He’s a Wolfen. I don’t know which of you is more blindly arrogant. Did you ever think that Elves don’t know everything?” 
 
    Morwen eased the rest of the tension from her bowstring and slid the arrow into her quiver. “Go back to the marshland and resist all temptations to match wits with Elves, and stay far away from Dragons and the servants of the Ice Demon. It is a grim war the Elves fight, not a place for children like you. There. You’ve been warned.” 
 
    With that, Morwen jumped down from the boulder and into forest foliage, slipping out of sight. 
 
    Soon, a bird screeched. It sounded like an eagle ten times normal size. There was a great buffet of wings, and Tara caught a momentary glimpse of a roc. It kept near treetop level, so Tara saw no more than the glimpse. 
 
    The small Dryad hunched in her canoe, thinking hard. Had all her effort been a waste of time? Elves did everything better. 
 
    Tara sighed, lifted her paddle and was about to turn around. Her stubborn streak intervened. The least she could do was catch a glimpse of this Shrine of Navarth. Afterward, she’d decide what she was going to do. 
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    Iroldo listened as Morwen told him everything the little Dryad had told her. The two were in the same marshy land. Azul the Roc was nearby; Iroldo’s punt was pulled up to shore, hidden under some ferns. 
 
    “You’re sure you said the Shrine of Navarth?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “Quite,” Morwen said. 
 
    “And the Dryad knew about it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Morwen said. “Remember, she overheard the Ice Demon when it spoke to the Frostling in the serpent-ship.” 
 
    Iroldo shook his head in disbelief. “Do you know how long I’ve been searching for this shrine? Every place Book sent me proved to be a dead end. The marsh around Hamal was the last place I was going to look. And this little Dryad knew about it all the time.” 
 
    “It’s that bad?” asked Morwen. 
 
    Iroldo laughed bleakly. 
 
    “I could stay to try to kill the Jade Dragon,” Morwen said. 
 
    “The Dragon isn’t the problem.” 
 
    “It might prove to be.” 
 
    Iroldo nodded. Morwen had a point. The Dragon certainly could prove to be. 
 
    “But if you’re not certain,” Morwen said, “then I really should be leaving. I have to help the others. The Dragons are staging an attack against the fledging Were Woods and we’re going to need all the Roc Riders if we hope to hold it.” 
 
    Iroldo thought about it. 
 
    “The Were Woods are in a key strategic location,” Morwen added. “It’s vital we hold them, as they separate several Dragon strongholds from the main bulk of the Empire. If the Dragons push us out—”  
 
    “I understand,” Iroldo said, interrupting. “You want to be with the other Roc Riders.” 
 
    “I’m their leader after all.” 
 
    “I appreciate that you came, Morwen. This confirmation from the Dryad is critical. And learning about the Frostling—it was well worth your effort. Thanks. I don’t take your aid lightly.” 
 
    Morwen nodded. 
 
    “I would like to know why it’s called the Jade Dragon,” Iroldo said. 
 
    “I thought you knew.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be asking you otherwise.” 
 
    Morwen frowned. “I’ve never seen you this testy. Are you tired? Are you ill?” 
 
    Iroldo exhaled. “Perhaps.” The truth was that he was exhausted. Ever since entering the Worm Lord’s Lair he’d been on the move. These past months searching for the Shrine of Navarth had also taken it out of him. He was near the finish, though. He wanted nothing to do with the Ice Demon, with the particle remaining of the Great Enemy. But he definitely wanted to slay any servants of that one, and that included the Trollblooded Marauder crew of the serpent-ship and the Frostling. He’d slain the sorcerer in the subterranean realm, keeping the Vermilion Scroll hidden from the enemy. Now, he needed to slay the Frostling and stash the item in the shrine…the Elf Queen’s Forest seemed like the best place for something so powerful, whatever it was. 
 
    “I have some nectar,” Morwen said. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Morwen withdrew a leathern flask from her roc belt, handing it to him. 
 
    Iroldo tucked it away. He’d sip some later. “Why do you think this shrine has been so hard to find?” 
 
    Morwen shrugged. 
 
    “Other than Book and the hint from the sorcerer,” Iroldo said, “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Nor I,” said Morwen. 
 
    Iroldo frowned. Few had heard about the Lair of the Worm Lord either. Did it mean anything or suggest something that almost no one had heard about the Shrine of Navarth? Did both places have something to do with the Great Enemy when he’d first come down from above with the Staff of Creative Light? 
 
    That was a grim thought. 
 
    “I should stay and help,” Morwen said. “You’ve never looked as grim as now.” 
 
    Iroldo forced himself to smile. “I’m fine. Your nectar will invigorate me, and I’ll finish the task.” 
 
    “I know you’re good at what you do,” Morwen said. “But there’s a Dragon, a Frostling and a Marauder crew involved. That’s too much for even you.” 
 
    “I don’t need to kill any of them, just grab whatever is in the shrine and spirit it away so none of them can carry it off. Now, about the Jade Dragon: you were going to tell me something about it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Morwen said. “The name jade derives from its left eye. The Dragon is actually red like Crimson Lord Bahadur, but it lost its left eye in battle. In place of the ruined eye, it inserted a large piece of shaped jade.” 
 
    “It did that itself?” Iroldo asked. “It just screwed in a huge jade piece?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know exactly how it happened, as we’ve never conversed. The Dragon has a jade eye, and there’s something peculiar about it. What the peculiarity is, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Great,” Iroldo muttered, “another complication. Is it a magic eye?” 
 
    “That’s a good guess. Maybe you should talk to Tara and see what else she knows. It might prove useful.” 
 
    Iroldo shook his head. That would be all he needed, a punk Dryad getting in his way. “I’m going to do this my way.” 
 
    “That’s fine…” Morwen said, sounding dubious. “But how are you going to beat the enemy to the shrine if you have no idea where it is?” 
 
    “I’m not necessarily going to do that. I’m going to lift the item in question and spirit it away. Whether I do that after or before they lay their hands on it…” Iroldo shrugged. 
 
    “Normally, your cockiness would assuage my worry. Now, I’m not so sure. You’re tired. You need a break. You’ve been on the go for too long.” 
 
    Iroldo looked down at his hands. He wondered if his tiredness had anything to do with Lu Shan. The last time he’d seen her… He looked up and grinned, putting some force into it. “I need to get started.” He pointed up. “It’s still night, and I can move unseen.” 
 
    “I wish you luck, Lynx Lord. I hate to think of you lying dead in a stinking swamp with no one to retrieve your tand.” 
 
    “Hey, let’s not be so morbid. I’ll see you soon in the Elf Queen’s Forest. I’ll tell you all about what happened. You can tell me about the aerial duel over the Were Woods.” 
 
    Morwen gave him a searching look. “Fine. Farewell, then.” 
 
    “Farewell,” he said. 
 
    Morwen tramped away to hidden Azul the Roc. 
 
    Iroldo turned the other way, soon coming to a muddy shore. He pulled aside some ferns, exposing a flat-bottom punt and a pole. He stepped onto the punt and used the pole to shove of. Stars glittered overhead. 
 
    As he turned the small vessel around, a thought occurred to him. What if this shrine was like the scroll? That might mean… 
 
    Iroldo’s eyes shone, as he thought he finally understood what was transpiring. He bent his head in thought and—his head rose. He felt his belt and withdrew the small leathern flask. Uncorking it with his teeth, he sipped nectar. Ah, it was powerful stuff. Almost immediately, strength flooded into his limbs and his mind cleared. 
 
    He hefted the gift from Morwen. This was better than gold. Putting the flask away, he bent his head and sought—he raised his head again. There. He felt that. “You tricky thief,” he whispered. Hiding the place behind wild magic, dampened wild magic. 
 
    Iroldo set the pole, pushing the punt into the water, knowing at last where he needed to go. 
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    Many hours later during daylight and in the cool shadows of huge swamp trees, Tara paddled with vigilant wariness, determined not to let any Elf and certainly not Morwen of the Paragons sneak up on her again. The canoe slid through scummy waters and past the humped roots of hangman trees where bass hid. In places, Tara climbed overboard into ankle deep water, dragging the canoe through it or across slushy sand. 
 
    As she climbed back in and used a rag to clean her boots, she recognized a Marauder drumbeat. It thudded in cadence like a Giant’s heart. Tara closed her eyes and soon heard Mundanes chanting. Surely, that meant there was open water ahead. 
 
    Kneeling in the canoe, Tara paddled softly, sliding from bushes to reeds, and then behind a grassy knoll of land. She dragged the canoe onto the tiny isle and scampered to the other side. Just like a gopher peering out of its hole, Tara’s head eased up higher than the grassy stalks. She viewed a deeper channel flanked by cypress trees. The drumbeats and chants grew vividly clear as a serpent-ship of Thule turned into the channel. 
 
    The serpent-ship was the ideal vessel to cross the open ocean, the turbulent Bay of Dolphins, the swift Loder River and then the marsh around Hamal. The vessel was ninety feet long with a shallow keel and low gunwales. The name “serpent-ship” came from the wooden and triangular serpent’s head attached to the prow post. The forked tongue was red-painted and twin rubies glittered in place of eyes. Twenty-five oars to a side moved in rhythm to the drumbeat. Each Mundane rowed his own oar and was a product of Thule’s harsh land. 
 
    Many of the crew were Trollblooded and thick like Trolls, with massive hands and deep chests. They wore bear furs and mail into battle, and had pale skin that never tanned, another attribute of their tainted Troll blood. Their powerful muscles swiftly propelled the serpent-ship through the stream. Despite their strength and bearish size, the Marauders were uniformly ugly, with wide faces, misshapen noses and lumps and in some cases warts on their skin. Given to vicious quarrels and surly attitudes, it took a super-brute to control them. 
 
    Tara lowered herself in the grass. The Frostling climbed the tiny foredeck and laid a snowy-white hand on the serpent’s wooden neck. He had a thick iron ring on his middle finger. He was larger than any Mundane and had a great icicle beard that tinkled faintly if one stood close enough when he moved. His eyes were black like an artic night, and there was grim majesty in his bearing. Tara knew he was much heavier than he should be for his size, as if more of him had been packed into his body, as indeed Tara knew was the case. His chainmail glittered like ice, and his polar bear cape granted him dignity. 
 
    The Frostling knew icy spells and never slept, not that Tara had seen. He had a wicked sense of humor and only laughed if someone mangled his own thumb, slipped on his sword or committed some other painful act. Tara suspected the Great Ice Demon had given him some nefarious ability to sniff out his quarry, or perhaps that was another of the features given to the Frostling by the evil mist of the Uttermost North. 
 
    Tara wondered if an arrow could slay him. She didn’t plan to try, even though the low wooden vessel creaked its way toward her. 
 
    It was clinker-built, meaning that each long plank that made up its body overlapped the plank below. Other ships she’d seen laid the planks flush, side-to-side. Clinker-built ships were more flexible, a handy thing on storm-tossed seas. It meant, however, a lot of bailing. 
 
    The Frostling held up his hand with the iron ring, and he shouted in a deep voice that seemed to hold the power of an iceberg. 
 
    From beside the ship, crows winged into the air, cawing in protest and fear. 
 
    “Row back,” the Frostling said. “We missed the right stream.” 
 
    The drumbeat stilled and a Mundane chanted. The oars dug into the water, stopping the serpent-ship. Then, the oars rowed against the way they just had so the vessel backed up. That was another handy feature about serpent-ships. Among all the vessels that sailed the Bay of Dolphins, none was as nimble. 
 
    The Frostling laid his snowy-white hand back onto the wooden neck of the serpent’s head. He lifted his big face and sniffed. Then he grinned, revealing ivory-white teeth. 
 
    Did he know where exactly where the shrine was? A sick knot twisted Tara’s stomach. 
 
    Morwen of the Paragons was a dangerous enemy. Tara had no doubt about that. Elves had so many hidden tricks and powers that it was foolish to think them defeated. Yet there was a Jade Dragon out there and the deadly Frostling here, with a crew of Trollblooded Marauders. Even Elves needed allies sometimes. Not that Tara planned to ally herself with Elves. The idea was too bitter to contemplate. But she’d traveled too far and taken too many risks to turn around because an Elf had said so. Yet, how could she find the shrine and item before the Frostling did? 
 
    Tara was beginning to believe she couldn’t. If that was so, she might still steal the item after the Frostling found it. 
 
    In any case, Tara hurried to her canoe and shoved it into the water. She would follow the serpent-ship and figure something out when the time came. For that, she was going to have to remain alert and gamble at just the right moment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tara scampered up a hangman tree, the rough bark crumpling under her hands. Long strands of moss dangled from the branches and there were too many dead branches in the tree. She had to leap as one splintered under her, and she swung from a thin branch to flip onto a steadier one. The broken branch splashed into the water and made the fish hiding under the humped roots dart elsewhere. 
 
    It was a good thing the Marauders were busy raiding a cottage on a small isle. Otherwise, they might have heard her clumsy climbing. 
 
    Hiding behind a screen of leaves, Tara used her superior Dryad vision. The serpent’s iron-rimmed prow plowed onto the isle. Three snarling hounds raced stiff-legged at the ship, barking wildly. 
 
    Trollblooded Marauders jumped from the ship onto land. Their axes rose and fell and the big hounds died a heroic but useless death. The brutish, bear-sized Marauders charged the wooden building. Axes splintered against the door until one kicked it open with his boot. 
 
    By the time the Marauders stumbled out clutching cups, loaves, blankets and other loot, flames crackled upon the sturdy home. 
 
    The Frostling paced back and forth, trampling a rhubarb patch. The Trollblooded warriors hurriedly backed away from him. The huge Frostling knelt, put his snowy-white hands on the soil and sniffed the gravel path like a hound. He began to track, sniffing, until he came to the water. 
 
    The Frostling straightened, brushing dirt and moss from his polar bear cloak. He turned with a dreadful grin toward his waiting warriors. “The shrine is near. A little more rowing, my lads, and we shall be there. Hurry, into the ship with the lot of you.” 
 
    The axe-wielding Marauders ran to the serpent-ship, setting their shoulders against it, heaving, chanting and sliding the ninety-foot vessel back into the water. They waded through green water and clambered over the low gunwale. 
 
    Soon, the oars slid out and the drumbeat thudded. Now, however, a tall creature with hairy arms stood at the prow. It was Larl the Fearless. 
 
    Tara slipped out of the hangman tree, wrestled the fallen branch out of the way and slid her canoe into the main stream. The Trollblooded Marauders were brutal warriors. How was she supposed to steal a powerful magic item from their master? Once the Frostling found the item, he would likely sail or row far and fast away. She would never be able to keep up with them then. 
 
    Tara began to paddle with determined strokes. If she was going to stop the Frostling from gaining the item, she had to find the shrine first. Likely, she was going to have to dart under their noses and snatch it, perhaps figuratively, perhaps even literally. 
 
    Tara used her sleeve and wiped perspiration from her face. That was cutting it much closer than she liked. She didn’t want to die doing this. 
 
    Where was Morwen of the Paragons? As much as Tara hated Elves, she wouldn’t mind some help from a roc-riding, lightning-wielding Elf. What was she going to do if the Jade Dragon showed up? 
 
    Tara laid the paddle on her knees and sipped from a canteen. It was going to be night soon. Maybe that would give her a chance. She didn’t see how, though. Those were Trollblooded Marauders. A Frostling led them, and he had the services of Larl the Fearless. The odds were becoming much too long for her, but Tara refused to paddle away, not just yet, anyway. 
 
    Where was that arrogant Elf anyway? 
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    Iroldo stood on a flat-bottomed punt, hidden by a screen of bulrushes as a serpent-ship of Thule slid past through the deeper part of the channel. He heard the chant and watched as the oars moved in rhythm, propelling the wonderfully built warship. 
 
    The Elf-errant scowled as he caught sight of the Frostling. That was a big fellow in black garments and iron-studded leather. His skin was so stark white, and the iron ring on his middle finger… 
 
    Iroldo squinted, and he felt an icy chill in his heart. There was more to the Frostling than just size, but evil and dread power. 
 
    Iroldo looked up as he heard heavy leathery flapping, and crouched lower, glad he was wearing his camouflage cloak. A Red Dagon glided into view, passing over the serpent-ship. Iroldo sucked in his breath. He saw the jade eye, and confirmed there was something magical about it, as he’d suspected. 
 
    The narrow vessel of Thule passed his position as the Dragon flew farther into the swampy region. 
 
    That was perplexing. Why couldn’t the Dragon easily spot the Shrine of Navarth? It should be a simple matter for the airborne creature. 
 
    Iroldo’s mouth opened as the answer struck him. The Frostling could find the hidden shrine, but not the Dragon. The wild magic here—partly shaped magic, he was beginning to believe—hid the shrine too well. The Frostling must contain some of the Ice Demon’s awareness, awareness granted by his dread master. Perhaps that was why the Dragon worked with the Frostling. Did the Dragon understand what the Ice Demon represented? Would a Dragon willingly work with a surviving particle of the Great Enemy, the Celestial that had started all this? 
 
    Dragons were sly and lusted for power. Would the Great Dragon willingly take second place to a restored Celestial? 
 
    Iroldo didn’t think so. 
 
    If such was the case, how could this knowledge help him here? 
 
    Iroldo waited behind his screen of bulrushes. He’d been trying to find the Shrine of Navarth in this particular area for hours, but the location continued to elude him. He could sense the wild magic, and had used it as a locus. But after a certain point, he found that he couldn’t pinpoint the magic any more tightly. That had told him the wild magic hid the shrine from prying eyes. 
 
    But such clever magic wouldn’t have chaotically just happened by chance. No. Something like that meant intelligence, a mind, a brain directing the magic to conceal the place. 
 
    The question was this: Whose brain did that? 
 
    After a glimpse of the Frostling, the way the possessed man had stared in the direction of travel—it seemed clear the Great Enemy had originally twisted the wild magic to hide the shrine that hid the magic item the Frostling and Dragon now sought. And if a Dragon was involved in this… 
 
    Did the Jade Dragon believe he would receive the item? If not, what could the Frostling possibly have offered the Dragon for its cooperation? 
 
    It was yet another puzzle. Iroldo was getting tired of them. He…cocked his head, listening carefully. There was a soft sound…like a deftly moved paddle. It came from behind. He frowned. Could Morwen’s Dryad be nearby? Would the little thing dare to follow a serpent-ship of Thule, and do so even after witnessing a Dragon? 
 
    Iroldo waited, and his patience was soon rewarded. In the same bulrushes, a small bark canoe moved past his location, gently gliding by reeds and barely disturbing them. Iroldo nodded. That was skillfully done indeed. At that point, he caught a glimpse of the paddler. 
 
    The Dryad wore a gray cloak as she knelt in the middle of the canoe. She glanced back—Iroldo’s breath caught. She looked so much like Morwen of the Paragons: it was uncanny. The little waif could have been Morwen’s daughter—if Elves had children, which they most certainly did not. 
 
    “Tara of the Bow,” Iroldo called softly. 
 
    The waif ceased rowing and held herself perfectly still. 
 
    “To your left,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Tara turned left—she set her paddle in the canoe and lifted a nocked bow, aiming at him. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Iroldo said. “I mean you no harm. I’m an Elf.” 
 
    Tara didn’t lower the bow, but she eased tension from the string. “Why did you call me?” 
 
    “Come closer,” he said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    The Dryad seemed to think about that. In the end, she laid her bow and arrow aside, picked up the paddle and expertly turned her canoe, easing through the reeds until their watercraft bumped nose to nose. 
 
    Tara knelt, looking up. Iroldo stood on his punt, a pole in his hands, looking down. 
 
    “I’m Iroldo the Lynx Lord.” 
 
    She dipped her head. “I’m Tara of the Bow, as you know.” 
 
    “I also know that you spoke to Morwen of the Paragons,” Iroldo said. “She spoke well of you and told me your story concerning the Frostling.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m an Elf-errant, you could say.” 
 
    “A wanderer?” asked Tara. 
 
    “That, but more like a Mundane knight-errant: one who rights wrongs and deals justice to our enemies.” 
 
    “Oh. Now that you say that…I’ve heard of you. Aren’t you also known as Iroldo the Thief?” 
 
    “A nickname given no doubt by those I’ve offended.” 
 
    Tara stared at him, soon asking, “Are you here to stop the Frostling?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “By killing or by stealing from him?” 
 
    “While I admire your courage, that doesn’t mean I like you questioning me.” 
 
    “It’s going to be like that, eh?” 
 
    Iroldo grinned. “You have fire in the belly. You’re like Morwen in that.” 
 
    “I’m not! I’m Tara of the Bow, my own person, not anyone else’s.” 
 
    Iroldo cocked his head. “I see. Yes, that’s interesting. I’ve never thought about a Dryad’s situation before. You’re the double of an Elf, but you’re not that Elf. The other question is whether you’re really alive or not.” 
 
    “You doubt my existence?” 
 
    “No. That you have a soul.” 
 
    Tara shook her head angrily. “Show me your soul, if you can.” 
 
    “A good rebuttal,” Iroldo said. “Well, what am I supposed to do with you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tara said. “You go your way and I’ll go mine.” 
 
    “And your goal is what exactly?” 
 
    “To stop the Frostling from achieving his,” Tara said. 
 
    “While that’s commendable, I’m not sure I can afford to have you getting in my way.” 
 
    Tara lifted the paddle from her knees where she’d rested it, as if she planned to leave. 
 
    “I truly admire your courage,” Iroldo said. “It’s simply that I’m a master of stealth. Your blundering attempts might alert my enemies and make my task that much more difficult.” 
 
    “We have a problem then, because I’m going to do what I need to do.” 
 
    Iroldo studied the waif, the set of her jaw, the fire in her eyes. It surprised him that he felt affection like a father would for his daughter. Perhaps Elves as a whole had overlooked the possibilities of the Dryads. What a strange idea. 
 
    “Tara—” he said, stopping from saying more. Iroldo laughed a second later. “You’re brave. I admire that. You’re daring to do something few others would attempt. I’m going to ask you to hang back for just a bit, though. Let me get into position first. Then, you will do what you will. And…to help you in case you face the Frostling later, I’d like to strengthen your arrows so they can do more damage against him.” 
 
    “Is this a trick?” 
 
    “No trick,” Iroldo said. 
 
    Tara wasn’t sure why she trusted him. Maybe it was because there was something majestic and frightening about Iroldo, about his eyes. He was a liar indeed, if he was a great thief. But she didn’t feel he was lying now. 
 
    Thus, she pitched her quiver to him. 
 
    The Lynx Lord took out each arrow in turn, examining the barbed tips. He cut his palm, squeezing a drop of blood onto each and chanting quietly as he did so. When he was done, the effort had put lines on his once-smooth face. 
 
    He pitched the quiver to her, and took a small leathern flask from his belt, sipping from it. The lines disappeared, and his eyes seemed to sparkle with renewed strength. 
 
    “Give me a head start, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I will,” Tara said. “And good luck to you.” 
 
    He grinned. It made him devilishly handsome. Then, he shoved his pole into the muddy water and glided past her canoe. 
 
    “Our meeting was well met, Tara of the Bow. Happy hunting to you, my courageous Dryad. Till we meet again.” 
 
    “Till we meet again,” Tara said softly, wondering if that would really happen. 
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    While standing on his punt, Iroldo moved stealthily through the channels and sandy-bottomed passages. He soon caught sight of the serpent-ship. He hung back, always keeping the enemy vessel in sight but being sure to remain hidden from them. 
 
    Soon, strange things began to happen as the sky changed colors in startling ways. Red streaks appeared, fading to pink and then back into the normal sky blue. Suddenly, in a corner of the sky, appeared stark blackness with sparkling stars as if in the middle of the night. That too faded into normality again as the serpent-ship glided into a new and deeper channel. 
 
    Iroldo hurried to catch up. He’d been this way earlier, and he didn’t recall such a channel. Surely, it couldn’t have remained hidden from him before. 
 
    Dark storm clouds now billowed into existence. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed. Heavy drops began to splatter around him. Ahead, a fin cut the water as if belonging to some giant deep-sea monster. 
 
    Iroldo immediately knelt on the punt, set the pole aside and picked up a paddle, digging into the water as he maneuvered the craft. The fin cut the surface again, just behind him. Iroldo stared into the depths, seeing a mottled green monster pass underneath his tiny swamp vessel. His heart pounded. How could this be? Raindrops continued to fall heavily. 
 
    Ahead, the serpent-ship moved into yet another channel. Strange twisted trees with long hanging moss instead of leaves lined the shores. Iroldo had never seen their like. But he concentrated on paddling, moving into the new stream as well. 
 
    Seconds later, he noticed the sun glaring down on him. He frowned. What had happened to the storm clouds, the lightning, thunder and rain? They’d all vanished. What was this? He could see the channel bed below his punt, approximately three feet deep. No deep-sea monster could possibly glide in that. 
 
    “Ah,” Iroldo said, beginning to perceive what had been happening. He could feel the wild magic more easily now. It would seem that the Shrine of Navarth had been hidden within folds of reality. He hadn’t passed through different worlds, but through different folds. No one had found the shrine until now because it would almost be impossible to do so. 
 
    Yes. In ways, this was like the Lair of the Worm Lord. That implied the Great Enemy had fashioned it before the Staff of Creative Light had shattered in his hand. And that hardened Iroldo’s resolve to stop the Jade Dragon and the Frostling from achieving their aims. 
 
    Would the Dragon have enough wit to realize what had been happening? Iroldo suspected the beast would. 
 
    The sun was hot overhead, and the growth along the shores was more like a jungle than the marsh near Hamal. 
 
    Iroldo stood up again, exchanging a pole for the paddle. He rounded a bend in the channel and blanched at the sight of the serpent-ship pulled up on shore dead ahead. He was so close that he expected a lookout to shout a challenge. 
 
    None was forthcoming, however. 
 
    That made the Elf-errant curious. He poled up to the rear of the serpent-ship, bumped it, tied his punt to it and climbed up the back gunwale. Peeking over, Iroldo spied an empty serpent-ship. Why would the Frostling take his entire crew with him? 
 
    Wary for ambushes and traps, Iroldo dared to clamber aboard the Thule vessel. His initial suspicion was correct. No one was here. 
 
    He saw crushed grasses at the prow where the crew had obviously tramped but a short time ago. 
 
    Inhaling through his nostrils—Iroldo scanned the cloudless sky. He did not see the Jade Dragon. That struck him as odd. Then, he took a second look at the trail. It was more than trampled, but crushed, a wide swath, too. Could the Dragon have set out on foot with the Frostling and his crew? Could this place, this near the source of wild magic, make Dragon flight difficult or impossible? It was an interesting thought. 
 
    Iroldo jumped from the prow, landing on soft ground. This was far too much like the Lair of the Worm Lord, in that things were very odd and out of place. Well, if he planned to achieve his goal, he’d better get a move on. Thus, the Elf-errant loped along the trampled path, soon entering into a kingdom of giant and towering jungle trees. No jungle creatures roared or screeched, however. The place seemed devoid of animal life. 
 
    Iroldo continued to lope, his senses straining for anything trying to surprise him ahead. It wasn’t long before he heard the tramp of Marauders and the thud of Dragon claws. 
 
    Iroldo slowed his pace. Impatience struck soon, though. He slipped off the beaten path and moved beside it in the jungle. He hurried again, and then he saw the enemy column through the leafy growth. 
 
    In moments, he moved parallel with them. A mass of Marauders in mail and bear furs bearing shields, axes and spears marched behind the huge Jade Dragon. Just a little ahead of it was the Frostling in his black leather armor and a tall Wolfen. According to Tara, that was Larl the Fearless. 
 
    None of them spoke with each other. The Frostling held his right hand up, the iron ring on his middle finger glowing with an eldritch light. 
 
    That was interesting. Did the iron ring guide the Frostling? Because of that assumption, Iroldo did not race ahead, but remained parallel with the company as they continued to trudge through the jungle. 
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    Larl the Fearless saw it first. The hairy Wolfen whirled around with a joyous shout, facing the Frostling as he pointed excitedly in the way ahead. 
 
    The Frostling lowered his arm and put his snowy-white hands on his hips. He stood proudly before turning to the Dragon. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you it was here?” 
 
    Iroldo shivered as he heard the Frostling’s deep voice. It had a dread ring of authority. Couldn’t the Dragon sense it? 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Jade Dragon said in its sibilant way. “There lies the Shrine of Navarth. My mother shall be pleased indeed. She had grown impatient with your progress.” 
 
    “She has no reason to be,” the Frostling said as if angry. 
 
    “Your promise of the Vermilion Scroll of Belshazzar never came to fruition,” the Dragon said. 
 
    “The sorcerer lacked the grit to reach the scroll,” the Frostling said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Dragon said. 
 
    “Look yonder.” The Frostling pointed ahead. “There is all the proof you need. My word is good. We can do this.” 
 
    “What if nothing lies within the shrine?” 
 
    “Why speak that way?” the Frostling said in a reproving tone. “The Iron Scepter of Perception lies within. I can feel it. My master will be pleased to hold it again.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” the Dragon demanded sharply. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” the Frostling asked. 
 
    “Your master cannot hold the Iron Scepter. It belongs to my mother, the Great Dragon. Why else do you think I’ve helped you all this time?” 
 
    “I misspoke,” the Frostling said. “My master will delight in a strengthening of the alliance with the Dragon Empire. He has shown his good will by our aiding you, yes?” 
 
    “It would unwise to think I’m no less deadly because I lack flight in this odd realm,” the Jade Dragon said. “At a whim, I could slay the lot of you.” 
 
    “Why speak that way?” the Frostling said. “We’re friends.” 
 
    “To say we’re friends denotes the idea that we are near equals,” the Dragon said haughtily. “That is far from the case. Surely you must understand my superiority to all of you here.” 
 
    “You are mighty indeed,” the Frostling said. 
 
    “What’s this?” the Dragon asked. “You seek to mollify me with false words. You do not believe I’m superior to all of you, do you?” 
 
    “Jade Dragon,” the Frostling said. “If my words have angered you, I ask your pardon. Let us approach the shrine and free the Iron Scepter of Perception. Your mother will then soon see that we are allies worth the name.” 
 
    The Dragon raised his head high, stretching his neck as he eyed the shrine ahead. 
 
    From his location in the jungle, Iroldo took that moment to look as well. The shrine was huge, the size of a castle, but white as if constructed of marble. It was a like a massive block with but one entrance and no visible windows. Around it grew the jungle, a twenty-foot swath from it to the nearest tree or bush. 
 
    “Does the shrine have a guardian?” the Dragon asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” the Frostling said. 
 
    “And you didn’t think to say something about it before this?” the Dragon demanded. 
 
    “I did not want to frighten thee.” 
 
    The Dragon’s head whipped about so he glared at the Frostling. “Is that a joke?” 
 
    “In poor taste, I see,” the Frostling said. “Yes, there are guardians. It’s possible they will attack as soon as we leave the jungle.” 
 
    Hearing that from his hidden location, Iroldo decided against hurrying ahead to snatch the sought item and running away with it. 
 
    “Marshal your men,” the Dragon said. “They will lead the approach.” 
 
    The Frostling cleared his deep-voiced throat. “Dear Jade Dragon, let me suggest that such an idea would not be wise.” 
 
    “Oh?” the Dragon said. 
 
    “You and I must defeat the guardians,” the Frostling said. “I believe it might well take the extent of our might to do so.” 
 
    “Guardians great enough to challenge a full-grown Dragon?” the Dragon asked. “Surely you jest, sir.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Shall we?” With a snowy-white hand, the Frostling indicated the shrine. 
 
    “Humph,” the Dragon said. “I would like a better idea as to the type of guardian creature we’re going to face.” 
 
    “Not a creature precisely,” the Frostling said. “I believe my master said they’re automatons of stone, motivated by elder spells. Iron axes and swords, and other edged and pointed weapons will have little effect against them.” 
 
    “What about picks?” the Dragon asked. 
 
    “Yes, picks might work, but alas, my crew does not possess any.” 
 
    “That seems like a stupid oversight,” the Dragon said. “If you knew the manner of defender, why didn’t you prepare better?” 
 
    “I did. That is why you and I are here.” 
 
    “Stone will likely be impervious to my fiery breath.” 
 
    “I think repeated blasts of fire and ice will make the stone creatures brittle. Then, it should prove an easy matter for you to smash them with your tail.” 
 
    “I see. Let the Dragon fight the guardians. Let him do the dirty work. Is that the essence of your plan?” 
 
    “You are invincible,” the Frostling said. “Shouldn’t we use such invincibility instead of butchering my poor and ineffectual oarsmen?” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” the Dragon said, as if pouting. 
 
    “Lord!” Larl the Fearless shouted. “Lord, I see movement at the shrine. Creatures are exiting through the door.” 
 
    Both the Frostling and Dragon looked. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” the Frostling asked. 
 
    The Dragon muttered but finally began to move toward the shrine and the huge stone automatons that exited through the door. 
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    Iroldo counted five stone monstrosities, the smallest seven feet tall and the largest surely approaching nine feet, a giant. They moved sluggishly and with the sound of millstones. It seemed a wicked noise, and they approached in a remorseless manner. 
 
    Now was the moment, wasn’t it? The Dragon together with the Frostling and his crew were about to engage the shrine guardians. 
 
    Donning his hood, Iroldo glided through the jungle, using his stealth and camouflage cloak to conceal him from view. He swung wide of the others and then went to his hands and knees, crawling, using every bit of vegetation for cover. 
 
    The stone automatons headed for the Dragon and the Frostling, who had exited the jungle and stood on the shrine path. 
 
    Iroldo grinned with savage delight. This was life to the fullest! He savored these moments, considering them the height of being. He was the Elf-errant, the rogue and thief extraordinaire. He judged every move, the way ahead and counted on the Dragon and Frostling concentrating on the five stone guardians. If the two knew he was here, they could undoubtedly have seen evidence of his passage. But it was much harder to see what one didn’t look for. 
 
    Now came the extreme moment. He must rise from concealment and enter through the front door. Iroldo raised his head— 
 
    The five stone guardians had spread out and raised their arms. The Dragon roared, opened his vast jaws and spewed fire that licked upon one stone being and then the other. 
 
    Iroldo stood, with his heart pounding with excitement. He walked serenely for the huge door, trusting to the cloak, not daring to employ his normal methods. The wild magic here and the Frostling would either detect that or distort it into something harsh. 
 
    “My turn!” the Frostling shouted in a booming voice. 
 
    Iroldo glanced back to see ice pour from the Frostling’s white hands. The ice smashed against the nearest stone thing. The ice hissed as it touched the heated stone. 
 
    Then, Iroldo moved through the open door. He entered a large marble corridor, which turned immediately. He lost sight of the others and surprisingly, sound as well. 
 
    The Elf-errant didn’t pause to consider that. Instead, he hurried ahead. He wanted to laugh at this daring and that he’d bypassed the others. This was the way to do it. This was why he was so good, no, great at what he did. 
 
    Iroldo hurried through the corridors, turning, slipping through—he bumped hard against what seemed to be a glass barrier, as he couldn’t see it, only feel it. He tried a different route, and bumped against another glass barrier. At least, he thought it was glass. 
 
    A moment’s reflection suggested he was in some kind of carnival maze of glass, but one more deadly, surely. If he kept bumping into barriers, lost in the maze, he’d never reach the Iron Scepter in time. Thus—he drew his knife, grinning at the obvious solution to the problem. With his finely tempered blade, Iroldo scratched the glass before him. 
 
    He frowned, seeing nothing: no line or mark whatsoever. He set the tip against the glass and pressed hard, scratched, or attempted to. Again, he made no mark. 
 
    Hmm… 
 
    Ah. He knew the answer. He dragged his palm on the clear substance to make a smudge. However, the glass or barrier did not smudge. 
 
    No. This wasn’t as good as before. Perhaps it was time to smash through the barrier. Iroldo backed up and charged it, bouncing off the glass to fall onto the floor. 
 
    Sheathing the knife, Iroldo shook his head at his stupidity. He needed to use this stealth, his thievish knowledge. He thereupon began to test his route carefully—and bumped against another barrier. 
 
    Don’t panic, he told himself. Panic would end all chance of snatching the Iron Scepter and leaving. He’d better hurry, however, as time was a-wasting. 
 
    Unfortunately, for the greatest rogue among the Elves, Iroldo did not find any way to exit the maze. He kept trying, until in the distance in a distorted image he saw the Jade Dragon, a Red Dragon with a Jade Eye-Piece, and the Frostling. 
 
    They must have seen him, for the two stopped. He heard them mutter and then the Frostling laughed. 
 
    Iroldo did not like that one bit. He liked it even less as the Frostling led the Dragon through the maze. They quickly became clearer, as in less distorted, until the two halted before him. 
 
    Iroldo reached out, touching a clear barrier that separated both of them from him. 
 
    “An Elf,” the Dragon said. “Ah. You are Iroldo the Sneak, are you not?” 
 
    Iroldo did not bother to reply to such an insulting query. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before,” the Frostling said in his deep voice. “You’re like that silly Dryad that hides somewhere in the marshland.” 
 
    “Dryad?” the Dragon asked. 
 
    “It isn’t important,” the Frostling said. “Come, let us gather the scepter.” 
 
    “First,” the Dragon said. “We should slay the meddlesome Elf. They’re often a nuisance” 
 
    “The Elf is immaterial,” the Frostling said. “He’ll never leave this place. For once we departed the shrine with the Iron Scepter, the place will dissolve back into the wild magic, taking the Elf with it.” 
 
    The Dragon eyed the Frostling. 
 
    Iroldo could well imagine what the Dragon thought: that the Frostling knew far too much about this place for comfort. 
 
    “Good day to you, Sir Elf,” the Frostling said in a sarcastic voice. “It has been enlightening meeting you.” 
 
    The Dragon glanced at Iroldo and glanced at the Frostling, keeping his thoughts private. A moment later, the huge beast followed the Frostling through the maze, leaving the Elf to his devices. 
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    Iroldo watched the pair until they vanished from view, and he turned suddenly, shaking his head. How could he have been such an idiot? With a sigh, Iroldo looked up at the ceiling. Yes, he saw slight marks up there. If you looked, you could see them. Now, he needed to decipher their meanings. 
 
    A little trial and error soon gave Iroldo the secret to the crystal maze. He began to negotiate it, no longer bumping against anything, but moving through the openings. 
 
    As Iroldo had watched the pair, the Frostling had slyly looked up a few times. Iroldo might have missed it if he’d let rage consume him. Instead, the sleight against his dignity had set his mind onto its keenest edge. He’d seen the Frostling checking the ceiling and now understood why. 
 
    The two were ahead of him, however. How could he purloin the Iron Scepter before they reached it? The conundrum engaged Iroldo’s mind to such a degree that he almost missed the sound of jangling armor and whispered instructions. 
 
    He whirled around, and he spied the company of Marauders marching through the maze. The Wolfen led them in wolf form as the were creature sniffed the floor, no doubt trailing through the Frostling’s scent. 
 
    Iroldo thought about that, soon realizing its importance. The Frostling planned to betray the Dragon. Why had the Frostling brought the Dragon along then…unless the Frostling needed the Dragon’s size, strength and fire against the stone guardians and against whatever waited in the center of the shrine? That meant— 
 
    Iroldo began to run. He had no idea if he could pull this off. But he needed to stop the Frostling from gaining the scepter in order to stop the Ice Demon from acquiring it. 
 
    A roar of anguish and pain sounded from ahead. The only creature that could have made such a noise was the Dragon. 
 
    Iroldo turned a corner and came upon a wild scene. Swirling mists dove in and slashed the Dragon, making whistling sounds in their passage. 
 
    “Your fire,” the Frostling shouted. “Use your fire breath against them.” 
 
    The mists attacked the Frostling as well, but he had a snowy shield in his iron-ring hand, and he used it to good effect, blocking the whistling mist-attacks so far. 
 
    Beyond the mists was a set of stairs leading up to a crystal stand. Upon it was an Iron Scepter that glowed with an ethereal light. 
 
    The Dragon roared again, his armored hide having taken several cuts so blood oozed and dripped. Now, the Dragon opened his huge jaws, and fire belched forth. 
 
    The mists turned out not to be actual fogs or vapors, but rather some kind of ethereal spidery substances. Whenever flame touched one, it shriveled in a thrice. 
 
    The Dragon belched fire again, searing the substances until none remained in the large chamber. 
 
    “Treachery,” Iroldo shouted, as he moved into the chamber. “The Frostling’s crew is marching inside to kill you, Dragon. This is a trap.” 
 
    Whirling around, spying Iroldo, the Frostling shouted, “The Elf liar, the thief! Do not believe him, O great Dragon! I know what to do with him.” The burly humanoid aimed the snowy shield at Iroldo. The protection vanished, and in its place, icy shards flew like arrows. 
 
    Iroldo threw himself flat onto the floor. The shards flashed over him, embedding against the wall behind like razor-sharp glass. 
 
    “You’re a fast one,” the Frostling said. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Dragon?” Iroldo shouted. “You’re a dupe. The Frostling is a servant of the Ice Demon.” 
 
    The Dragon glared at Iroldo. “I already know that, you meddling fool.” 
 
    “Did you know that the Ice Demon is in reality a particle of the Celestial that came down with the Staff of Creative Light?” Iroldo asked. 
 
    “That’s a preposterous proposition,” the Dragon said. 
 
    “It’s the truth,” Iroldo said. “The Frostling isn’t going to give you the scepter. He plans to take it for himself to give to the Celestial.” 
 
    “Nice try, Elf,” the Frostling said. “You seek to sow dissention with your lies. But that isn’t going to work with us. We’re too clever to fall for the old trick of divide and conquer.” 
 
    “Ha!” Iroldo cried. “Take up the scepter, Dragon. Surely, it will give you greater perception. That will allow you to see through the Frostling’s treachery.” 
 
    “Let us kill the annoying Elf,” suggested the Frostling. 
 
    “By all means,” the Dragon said. “Use your ice spells. I must rest for a moment, as I’m wounded and I’ve breathed too much fire today. I need to rekindle my inner furnace.” 
 
    “Surrender, Elf,” the Frostling said. 
 
    “Do you notice that he’s not using his magic on me?” Iroldo told the Dragon. “I know why: because he’s saving his magic to use against you. He’s waiting for his crew to arrive to help him against you. Surely, you can hear them marching.” 
 
    The Dragon cocked his huge head. Then he glared at the Frostling. “Men indeed march here. Is the Elf right? Do you plan treachery against me?” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” the Frostling said. “You’re letting the power of his suggestion cloud your thinking. Surely, you can see that he’s a clever liar, trying to divide us. Don’t fall for Elf trickery.” 
 
    At that point, for unknown reasons, the Wolfen howled. 
 
    “Larl,” the Dragon said. “Is he here, too?” 
 
    “Of course he’s here,” the Frostling said. “To help us gain the scepter.” 
 
    “You lying deceiver,” Iroldo shouted. “But that makes perfect sense, as you’re a servant of the Deceiver.” 
 
    “Frostling,” the Dragon said. “I shall take up the scepter—”  
 
    “Here now,” the Frostling said, interrupting. “Let us first kill the Elf. It’s unwise to leave him free before we move to the next phase of operations.” 
 
    “Use your magic against him,” the Dragon said. 
 
    “Yes, yes, what a good idea,” the Frostling said, although he did nothing. 
 
    “You liar,” the Dragon roared, and he rushed at the Frostling. 
 
    “Marauders, to me!” the Frostling shouted. “The Dragon is attacking. Help me kill the beast.” So saying, the Frostling raised his hands and unleashed icy shards that flew at the Dragon’s head. 
 
    The great beast used a wing, shielding its face but taking many razor-sharp shards in the leathery appendage. The Dragon roared with pain. 
 
    Then, the heavily armed Marauder crew rushed into the large chamber. They saw the Dragon, and they charged him en masse. 
 
    Iroldo skipped out of the way, moving into a corner, hoping to wait until the battle royale ended. This was working out better than he’d expected. 
 
    At that point, the Frostling attacked him. 
 
    Iroldo couldn’t believe the other had sneaked up on him like that. He drew his knife, blocking an icicle sword that slashed at him. 
 
    “You’re fast,” the Frostling said. “But I have the greater strength.” He slashed and hacked, driven by the power of the Uttermost North, seeming to have the strength of a glacier. 
 
    Iroldo darted in more than once, cutting the creature. Unfortunately for Iroldo, the Frostling was more than a man, as the demon-mist in him had granted him impressive strength. Despite every cut and every blow, the Frostling did not tire or seem hurt. 
 
    Unlike the Frostling, Iroldo grew weary. The icicle sword cut him once, twice—he fought with reckless courage after that as blood dripped from his wounds. 
 
    “Not bad,” the Frostling said, as white mist spewed from his mouth. 
 
    “You’re tiring,” Iroldo jeered, “and your men are losing to the Dragon.” 
 
    “Die, you meddlesome Elf.” 
 
    For long seconds, the Frostling and Iroldo dueled intensely, his knife blocking the icicle sword. Then, both Elf and Frostling stepped back from the other as they panted. 
 
    The icicle sword disappeared. The white hand that had held it showed a palm. The iron ring glittered, and shards of ice flew from it. 
 
    This time, Iroldo was too slow and too tired to dodge. The icy shards struck him, slicing into his flesh. He groaned. 
 
    “Aha!” the Frostling cried. He held the icicle sword again, although it was shorter than before. With rushed in and struck a savage blow, hacking deeply into the Elf’s neck. 
 
    Iroldo fell, mortally wounded. 
 
    “Finally, you green imp,” the Frostling said. He turned away, perhaps to help what remained of his crew as they battled the wounded Dragon. 
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    Tara of the Bow crept silently through the Shrine of Navarth. She held her bow with a nocked arrow ready. She’d followed from a distance and had barely made it into this realm in her canoe. She wondered if Iroldo’s enchanted blood would do anything significant for her arrow tips. 
 
    Tara swallowed hard while thinking about that. She didn’t want to face anyone, not in here. She’d been waiting for some time, and had finally screwed up her courage to do this. 
 
    The halls—she bumped against an invisible barrier. She took two quick steps back, biting her lower lip and thinking carefully. 
 
    Was she in a magic maze? 
 
    Tara tried a different direction, and soon bumped up against another barrier. 
 
    Perhaps it was Tara’s facility in trees that caused her to look up. She was used to gazing all around like a squirrel, and wasn’t focused only on just what was on the level ground with her. She scanned the ceiling, and she noticed the subtle marks. 
 
    Soon, Tara worked out the symbolism and used the marks to thread her way into the grand chamber. 
 
    The sight shocked her. 
 
    The Jade Dragon lay stretched out on the floor, blood still flowing from his many wounds. Spears stuck in his side. An axe edge was lodged in his huge skull. Around the dead or dying beast were many crushed and dead Marauders. 
 
    Tara kept looking around. She gasped as she saw Iroldo sprawled on the floor. He moved just a little, but he looked mortally wounded. 
 
    Then, Tara saw the Frostling. He was mounting stairs that led to a crystal stand. Upon it was the glowing Iron Scepter. 
 
    Tara’s heart beat faster. There was the one that had interned her friends. There was the creature—she raced through the chamber, her bow ready as she sought to— 
 
    The Frostling must have sensed her. He turned. He did not do so fast, but slowly, his left arm hanging uselessly and a wound on his chest. The armor there was torn and bloody. 
 
    “Ah, dear Tara,” the Frostling said in a hoarse voice. “You made it after all. This is a surprise.” 
 
    “Everyone is dead,” she said. 
 
    “No, not everyone,” he said. 
 
    Tara’s mouth went dry and her hands trembled. 
 
    “I’m hurt,” the Frostling said. “But I have enough strength to kill you. However, I find that I’m willing to let you go—if you leave this instant.” 
 
    “What about the Dryads you hold captive in your camp?” 
 
    The Frostling shook his head. “I’m too weary to argue with you. Leave. I grant you your life.” 
 
    “I understand that. What about my friends?” 
 
    “You have no friends. You ran out on them. Remember?” 
 
    Tara kept walking nearer. 
 
    A scuffle of sound warned her. She turned, and she saw a badly wounded Larl the Fearless tottering toward her. 
 
    Without thinking about it, Tara raised the bow, drew and released. The arrow sped true, and lodged in one of Larl’s eyes. 
 
    The Wolfen sank without a groan, toppling and lying very still. 
 
    Taking another arrow from her quiver, nocking it against the string, Tara looked up in time to see the Frostling point at her. She jumped aside as an icy shard hissed past. 
 
    “Damn,” the Frostling said, shaking his ring hand. “I’m more tired than I thought.” He made a fist, mumbled under his breath and the iron ring began to glow. 
 
    Tara’s bow twanged. An arrow sped, and it thudded against the leather armor, sticking in it but not going through. 
 
    “You’re a pest,” the Frostling said. “This time—” 
 
    Tara drew and released as fast as she could. She did so as she charged the Frostling. The arrows hissed—one stuck in the Frostling’s throat. 
 
    “Arrgg,” he shouted, yanking the arrow from his flesh. Another struck his face, bouncing off as if he had armored flesh. 
 
    From behind, a knife whirled past Tara, and it sank to the hilt into the Frostling’s left eye. The Frostling staggered backward, screaming in agony. 
 
    Tara turned around, seeing Iroldo the Lynx Lord collapse onto the floor. Had he just climbed to his feet and hurled his knife at the Frostling? 
 
    Even as she thought that, she raced to the fallen Frostling. He moved feebly on the steps. Tara dropped to her knees, made to grab the knife sticking out of his eye and snatched her hand back. 
 
    “Remember your friends,” Tara told herself. 
 
    This time, she grabbed the knife, yanked it free and stabbed the Frostling’s other eye, plunging the Lynx Lord’s weapon as far as it would go. 
 
    The Frostling howled in agony, thrashing on the steps as his entire body began shaking. 
 
    Tara jumped up and backpedalled. She witnessed an awful sight as an icy mist spewed out of the fallen warrior. The mist swirled around the fallen body once, twice and then sped in a wail out of the great chamber, heading elsewhere. 
 
    Tara found herself panting with fear. The Frostling was dead, as dead as everyone else was in this chamber but for her, the Dryad. 
 
    “Now what?” Tara whispered. “What is the right thing to do?” 
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    Six and a half weeks later, Tara was ushered into a castle sitting room. She’d been on the trail for most of that time, after leaving the Shrine of Navarth to return to the marsh near Hamal. 
 
    Tara was weary and travel-strained, wanting to rid herself of the terrible burden she’d been carrying since the time in the shrine. 
 
    She sat before a warm hearth, having sipped tea and eaten sandwiches provided by the butler. Now, she awaited the mistress of the keep. 
 
    “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Tara turned in chair, seeing Morwen of the Paragons standing before the entrance. The Elf wore an elegant blue dress that reached the floor with a golden cord around her slender waist. 
 
    Tara jumped to her feet, bowing, feeling grimier than ever. Her bow and arrows lay on the main table, together with a feathered hat. 
 
    “You look weary,” Morwen said, as she entered the room. 
 
    “Thank you for having me,” Tara said. “I…I appreciate it, and the tea and sandwiches.” 
 
    Morwen made a deprecatory gesture. 
 
    “I…I’ve brought you news,” Tara said. 
 
    Morwen became thoughtful. “I haven’t heard from Iroldo since I spoke to him that night in the marsh. I haven’t heard anything about the Frostling or the Jade Dragon in his company. You know perhaps something of what took place near Hamal?” 
 
    Tara nodded. 
 
    “I see.” Morwen walked to the fireplace, warming her hands by the flames. She faced Tara. “Do you know what happened to Iroldo and the Frostling?” 
 
    Tara nodded once more. 
 
    Morwen took her time inspecting the Dryad. Did she notice something different about the woodland creature? 
 
    “We reached the Shrine of Navarth,” Tara blurted. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “I followed the others from a distance. The shrine was hidden within folds of reality. The Frostling knew the route, though, perhaps guided by his iron ring. Iroldo followed him and I managed to slip through before the way closed behind them.” 
 
    “You’re talking about intricate magic, the kind that led through these various reality folds to the shrine.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Morwen lofted an eyebrow. Then, she seemed to bend her will to truly study and see the Dryad for what she was. After a time, Morwen said, “You’ve changed. You’re different.” 
 
    “After what I’ve been through, I should hope so.” 
 
    “Quite different,” Morwen said. “Do you…?” The Elf suddenly cleared her throat. “I can see that I’ve taken the wrong approach with you. I ask that you sit.” 
 
    “If you insist,” said Tara, resuming her seat. 
 
    Morwen looked about and pulled a stuffed chair closer to the Dryad and the fireplace. She sat, putting her hands on her lap, smiling. 
 
    Tara picked up her saucer and cup, sipping the remaining tea. 
 
    “Would you like more?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” said Tara. 
 
    Morwen picked up a small bell, ringing it. A Dryad in a white dress appeared, having brought a small teapot on a tray. She set the tray and pot on the table beside Tara. 
 
    “Thank you,” Morwen told the servant. “That will be all.” 
 
    The Dryad curtsied before taking her leave. 
 
    Tara poured herself more tea. Morwen arose, pouring herself some before resuming her seat. 
 
    Tara sipped tea. Morwen did likewise. 
 
    “I was the last to enter the shrine.” Tara thereupon related what she’d found in the shrine’s central chamber: the dead dragon, dead Marauders and the nearly dead Iroldo. The Frostling had begun to climb the stairs that led to the Iron Scepter of Perception. 
 
    “You actually saw this scepter?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What happened next? Seeing you here, I’m assuming the Frostling didn’t reach it.” 
 
    Tara spoke about her fight, beginning with Larl, her arrows and Iroldo casting his knife from where he’d been. 
 
    “Iroldo threw the knife from on the floor?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “He stood first,” Tara said. “Then he threw his knife.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I killed the Frostling.” 
 
    “How?” asked Morwen. 
 
    In a halting voice, Tara described what had happened. 
 
    “Amazing,” Morwen said. “That was a feat of arms indeed.” 
 
    “Iroldo did the true wounding. I only followed up on his action.” 
 
    “He would have done nothing if you hadn’t shown up,” Morwen said. “Please, tell me what happened after that.” 
 
    Tara sighed, and she picked up the saucer and teacup, the two trembling in her hands. She sipped tea, seeking to calm herself. 
 
    “Oh my,” Morwen said. “Now, I really must know the details.” 
 
    “There’s little more to tell,” Tara said. “I slew the Frostling, and the mist or whatever it was the Ice Demon had put in the warrior, departed him and then the shrine. I have no idea if it returned to the Uttermost North, although I suspect it did or is still seeking its way there.” 
 
    Morwen sipped her tea, intent upon Tara’s words. 
 
    “I went to Iroldo after that,” Tara said, with a faraway look in her eyes. “He was dead. There was nothing I could do for him—or so I believed at the moment.” 
 
    Morwen sucked in her breath, clearly startled by the statement. 
 
    “I looked about me,” Tara said. “I saw the dead, and I saw the prize on the stand. Thus, I went to the Iron Scepter of Perception, and I dared to pick it up. The longer I stood there, holding the cold metal, the more I perceived what had really taken place. The Frostling had served his master, the Ice Demon, who was indeed a particle of the fallen Celestial. I—” 
 
    Tara turned to Morwen as each looked into the other’s eyes. 
 
    “I brought something you’ll want,” Tara said softly, removing a pouch from her belt. She untied the string and withdrew an invisible thing. “Here.” 
 
    Tara handed the unseen thing to Morwen, and when Morwen took it, the invisible thing turned into a finely tooled silver chain holding a mix of silver and gold wires intertwined and pressed together. An odd glow made the wires shine with power. 
 
    “That is Iroldo’s tand,” Tara said. 
 
    Morwen looked up sharply. 
 
    “Mundanes live but one life,” Tara said. “Then, they die, and I presume their spirit goes to their Maker for judgment.” 
 
    “You presume much,” Morwen said. 
 
    “But an Elf…” Tara said. 
 
    Morwen set the tand on the table, and it became invisible once more. “The Elves originated in the Realm Above. We were the gardeners and servants of the Celestials, but we were fashioned from the same type of substance as they. Before we left and crossed the Prismatic Bridge to the World Below, the Celestials cloaked us in mortal flesh, the same kind of flesh as you possess, as any Mundane does. When one of us dies, the immortal essence floats up to the Realm from which it came, returning to it. The tand interrupts that by anchoring the essence, the spirit, one could say, to the World Below. The Sylvan Tree then grows the essence new flesh to cloak it once more so the Elf can be reborn here in the World Below.” 
 
    “What about me?” Tara asked. “Why don’t I have a tand?” 
 
    “You belong here in the World Below. You, like mortal men, have but one life to live. In a sense, the same is true for us, but we can recloak our higher spirit into mortal flesh for as long as the Sylvan Trees last. Still,” Morwen said. “Despite all that, you have done us and Iroldo a great favor by returning his tand to me.” 
 
    “He granted me a favor by strengthening my arrows and by not driving me away from the marshlands around Hamal.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Morwen said. 
 
    The two fell silent, each sipping her tea. 
 
    “What do you plan to do next?” Morwen asked. 
 
    “Find a place for Dryads to call their own,” Tara said. 
 
    “What happened to your friends?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Now that I’ve brought you Iroldo’s tand, I’m going to look for them.” 
 
    Morwen glanced at the invisible tand on the table before regarding Tara. “When the time comes, and you need a favor from the Roc Riders, ask, and I shall grant it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tara said. “Will…will the Lynx Lord walk the World Below again?” 
 
    “His essence has remained anchored to the tand. All that is needed is for a Sylvan Tree to fashion him mortal flesh. You could think of it as donning a coat. He will cloak himself again and continue to war against the Dragons.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” Tara said haltingly. “There will come a day when the Dryads will aid the Elves against the Dragons.” 
 
    Morwen sipped her tea. “You could be right, although I think you’ve already done that.” 
 
    “Yes. And I think then that it was good the Elves allowed the Dryads to live.” 
 
    “More than that,” Morwen said. “It was very good.” 
 
    After a moment’s introspection, Tara stood. “I should leave and begin searching for my friends.” 
 
    Morwen also stood. “Thank you, Tara of the Bow, for all you’ve done.” 
 
    “Thank you for the tea, Morwen of the Paragons. When the day comes that I have my own home, you’re welcome to visit.” 
 
    Morwen nodded. 
 
    Then Tara of the Bow collected her belongings and set out to find her friends, the ones who had once been part of the Frostling’s camp. 
 
      
 
    That night, Morwen walked with an Elf forester through Natality Wood’s regrown Sylvan Grove. They searched for a particular tree. The forester carried a silver spike and mallet, while Morwen carried the tand of Iroldo. They would select the right tree so that the Lynx Lord could walk in the World Below once more and continue his Elf-errantry against the arrogant beasts of the Dragon Empire. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    To the Reader: I hope you’ve enjoyed Night of the Knife. If you would like to see the story continue, I encourage you to write a review. Let me know how you feel and let others know what to expect. 
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